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Stealing hearts like Cupid, 


ІР you're a fan of videogames, you're a fan of secrets. Treasure chests 
nestled behind waterfalls, cheat codes passed on by word of mouth, 
devilish shortcuts designed to help you get ahead. There's a special thrill 
in knowing something that very few others do. It's a compulsion that we at 
Edge like to encourage in our readers within these pages each month that 
goes by - there are messages everywhere, if you look closely enough. It's 
a lyric from a song that tells the full story, something hidden in the more 
monotonous bit of our flannel panel - even, occasionally, an acrostic in an 
editor's letter from someone who got their break in the industry via the 
same flashy trick in a job application. 

For now, we'll park the sentimental anecdotes and discuss the mysteries 
of the issue before you. First, you'll see that the annual Edge awards are 
rather different this year: during a heated debate over how we'd order 
each of the past year's most brilliant, against-al-odds achievements, we 
very quickly realised that slapping numbers on things felt callous. When 
every videogame released in 2020 deserves equal appreciation, why 
rank any of them? Instead, we celebrate their effect on our lives and work. 
Even though some may call some of our picks unorthodox, we know our 
devoted readers will recognise many: we're always vocal evangelists of 
games such as these, where we know the future of interactive 
entertainment truly lies. 

Team Cherry, by contrast, has been keeping quiet for a long while now. 
Its breakout game, Hollow Knight, catapulted it to cult stardom - and its 
legacy seemed assured even before the devs granted us a world-exclusive 
interview and demo of the sequel, Hollow Knight: Silksong. ІІБ creators are 
doubtless the real masters of secretkeeping, but the series’ army of 
insatiable fans should be well pleased with what we've managed to 
excavate from this intoxicating new world. The story begins on р48. 
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2020 IN RETROSPECT 


H ard to believe, but there was much 
to be optimistic about when 2020 
began. Journey То The Savage Planet = 
yes, that really was this year — kicked 
January off in colourfully amusing 
fashion, while Kentucky Route Zero 
finally reached the end of the line, a 
mere seven years after the first of its five 
Acts was released. A little way over the 
horizon was the first Edge 10 in 18 
months, as Media Molecule's dazzling 
Dreams emerged from beta as both a 
co-operative creative tool 
par excellence, and a 
platform for artists to share 
their work with the world. 
And the much-anticipated 
Cyberpunk 2077 was just 
a few short months away. 
News was emerging of an 
outbreak of a novel 
coronavirus strain in 
Wuhan, but it was 
generally assumed that the 
outbreak would soon be under control. 
Then came fatalities and reports that the 
virus had spread overseas, and the 
mood changed. 


Naturally, the videogame 
industry, like all others, was severely 
affected by the Covid-19 pandemic. As 
first social distancing measures and then 
lockdown regulations were put in place, 
supply chains were broken, while 
manufacturing slowed and, in some 
cases, ground to a halt entirely. Format 
holders and publishers alike were forced 
to hurriedly change or cancel long: 


Reports of year-on- 
year profit 
Increases came 


records were 
frequently broken 


standing plans. Software and hardware 
releases were postponed, as distribution 
and certification hold-ups created further 
delays. And yet, unlike most other fields, 
Іһе game industry largely remained in 
rude health throughout the year, and in 
some ways actively benefitted from the 
virus. With millions of people spending 
more time at home, many turned to 
games as an escape. Reports of year 
on-year profit increases came regularly, 
and sales records were frequently 
broken. 

If the game industry's 
resilience in the face of 
such unusual 
circumstances is а 
testament to its 


regularly, and sales adaptability, there were 


significant casualties, not 
least the events business. 
By the end of February, 
many companies planning 
to exhibit at PAX East had 
cancelled their attendance. As late as 
February 15, Naughty Dog tweeted 
about bringing an hourlong demo of 
The Last Of Us Part Il to the event, a 
playable teaser of unprecedented size. 
Yet four days later Sony contirmed it 
was withdrawing trom the Boston event, 
with the likes of Square Enix and 
Capcom following suit. As the reality of 
the situation began to set in, more 
cancellations followed, while others 
shifted to online-only events. The Game 
Developers Conterence hastily shifted 
tack to a digital event, with the GDC 
and IGF awards being announced in an 


Impossible year 


Reflecting on a terrible, yet undeniably transtormative 
12 months in games, and where it might lead 


online ceremony, and winners recording 
their victory speeches remotely — and 
the BAFTA Games awards followed suit. 
In March, meanwhile, the Entertainment 
Software Association finally bowed to 
pressure to cancel the already-ailing ЕЗ, 
though Geoff Keighley jumped in to fill 
the breach with his Summer Game Fest, 
a series of online showcases running 
between May and August, with 
playable demos for several games 
made available on digital platforms. 

In other words, the industry was 
already beginning to adapt. As it did, 
many companies scrambled to find 
technological solutions to allow staff to 
work remotely. Invariably, smaller studios 
were able to handle this much more 
quickly and easily than triple-A studios, 
with several blockbuster games having 
their releases put back. The likes of 
Ghost Of Tsushima and The Last Of Us 
Part Il slipped by weeks rather than 
months, but games such as Halo: Infinite 
and Deathloop were pushed into 2021, 
while others (including Far Cry 6, 
already planned for next year) endured 
unspecified delays as the logistical 
realities of having multiple teams 
working trom home began to bite. Ме 
expect more blockbuster games will 
follow suit as we enter a new year, even 
with a vaccine providing some hope of 
getting back to relative normality, though 
even as regulations are relaxed, many 
studios are continuing to provide the 
opportunity for staff to work remotely. As 
horrifying as the toll of the pandemic 
has been, some of its side-effects > 


LEFT Journey То Тһе Savage Planet opened 2020 
with a colourful bang. ABOVE A sign of how quickly 
things changed: PAX East still saw plenty of visitors 
at the beginning of March, but the IGF Awards on 
the 18th of the same month were held remotely 


TLOU Part Il proved 
cathartic: here was a 
grim dystopia over 
which you had at least 
some degree of control 
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SMALL IS BETTER 
With a few notable 
exceptions, it hasn't 
been a strong year for 
blockbuster games - 
although Covid played 
a part in that. Unlike 
triple-A developers, 
which faced logistical 
challenges in arranging 
remote working for 
hundreds of staff, 
indie studios (many 
already accustomed to 
working without 
offices, or working 
with outside 
contractors) were able 
to adapt quickly, and 
saw little disruption to 
their routines. There 
were still holdups for 
non-blockbusters 
(Annapurna 
Interactive's late-year 
triumvirate of The 
Artful Escape, Last 
Stop and 12 Minutes 
slipped into 2021, for 
example) but 2020 
was a year in which 
the independent scene 
continued to thrive, as 
reflected in our year- 
end awards. With the 
likes of our cover 
game, Playdate's 
launch and - with a 
fair wind - new games 
from Simogo, 
Fullbright and Heart 
Machine (among 
others), that's one 
trend that looks 

likely to continue 

into the New Year. 


10 


should help change working practices in 
the industry for the better. 

That's no bad thing in a year where 
several major studios were rightly taken 
to task for their internal crunch culture. 
Former Naughty Dog animator Jonathan 
Cooper reported that one of his friends 
had been hospitalised from overwork in 
preparing а demo of The Last Of Us Part 
Il tor last September, while suggesting 
that the studio's reputation was so poor 
that it had been forced to recruit talent 
from the film industry because no senior 
animator in games would go near it. 
Meanwhile, CD Projekt Red reneged on 
an earlier promise to avoid mandatory 
crunch for its staff to finish Cyberpunk 
2077. Even with employees continuing 
to work long hours to push it over the 
line — the dreaded 'death march' - the 
game was delayed three times, forcing 
other studios to postpone their own 
releases to avoid clashing with a game 
likely to dominate the cultural 
conversation for weeks to come. 


Abuses of a different kind made 
headlines throughout the year, as the 
game industry finally had something 
close to its own Meloo moment. 
Women from across the industry bravely 
spoke out about their experiences across 
social media, with a string of allegations 
of sexual harassment and assault 
levelled against a number of high-profile 
men, ranging from streamers to PRs, 
veleran writers, designers and more. In 
July, a succession of claims of similar 
abuses were laid at the door of Ubisoft, 
with reports emerging of endemic 
sexism, bullying and worse, ultimately 
leading to several senior figures leaving 
the company. Here was a long-overdue 
reckoning, although it's extremely 
unlikely we've heard the last of claims 
like these. We can only hope that the 
courage of the women who went public 
leads to more widespread self 
examination from this predominantly 
white, male industry. Ubisoft has since 
vowed to change its workplace 
practices and hiring policies, and others 
will need to follow suit to avoid this kind 


Those for whom Animal Crossing's good-natured gatherings seemed a little too twee found succour in the 
suddenly-massive Among Us - including celebrities and even a couple of prominent US Representatives 


of thing happening again, and to 
ensure the industry becomes a safe and 
welcoming place to work for everyone. 

While it's evident the industry still 
has plenty of growing up to do, it has 
also demonstrated this year that it is 
capable of great things when it pushes 
for change. Nowhere was 
this more apparent than 
with the astonishing 
success of the itch.io 
Bundle For Racial Justice 
And Equality (about which 
you can read more on 
081, as part of our 2020 
awards celebration], with 
many other publishers also 
contributing huge sums to 
the Black Lives Matter 
movement in the wake of the shocking 
killing of George Floyd in Minnesota. 
This is the kind of positive response of 
which we hope to hear more in 2021, 
showing tangible benefits achieved 
through the power of collaboration. 

It's far trom the only example this 
year of games bringing people together 
at a time when we've all been forced 
apart. Games have provided comfort to 
those in quarantine, and to everyone 
who's been doing their part to halt the 
spread of Covid-19 and thus avoiding 
close contact with friends, co-workers 
and family members. They have become 


This year the game 
industry has 
demonstrated that 
it is capable of 
great things when it 
pushes for change 


a sanctuary and a boost to our mental 
health during difficult times. And they've 
given us the chance to enjoy the kind of 
experiences we've been missing while 
cooped up indoors. At a time when 
planes were grounded, Microsoft Flight 
Simulator gained poignancy to go with 
its staggering technical 
accomplishments. Those 
with PCs capable of 
running it were handed 
the opportunity to travel 
the world once more, its 
realtime satellite data 
offering a glimpse of the 
kinds of sights we might 
have otherwise have seen 
first-hand in a normal year. 
Meanwhile, as lockdown 
arrived and many workers were 
furloughed, solace could be found in the 
welcoming form of Animal Crossing: 
New Horizons (which, again, is 
recognised elsewhere this issue — see 
074]. Little wonder that, in the UK 
alone, sales far outstripped those of all 
previous entries put together. 

Elsewhere, multiplayer games such 
as Sea Of Thieves and, more recently, 
Destiny 2: Beyond Light offered 
opportunities to spend time among those 
with whom we've been unable to meet 
up. There were surprise hangout hits 
besides that allowed us all to indulge in 


a little playful malevolence. Its popularity 
with streamers saw InnerSloth's Among 
Us go supernova two years after its 
original release, this elaborate version 
of parlour game Werewolf presenting us 
with a new brand of impostor syndrome. 
And the teelgood hit of the summer was 
Mediatonic's Fall Guys, a combination 
of battle royale and Takeshi's Castle that 
provided slapstick fun and human - 
okay, more like sentient jellybean - 
contact at a time when handshakes and 
hugs were effectively prohibited. 

Now there is light at the end of the 
tunnel. The widespread deployment of 
vaccines is the big story, of course, but 
in the meantime, the arrival of a fresh 
hardware generation — after some 
prevarication — has provided a lift for 
anyone who's been able to snaffle a 
new console. Between the remarkable 
value of Game Pass and a strong 
tirstparty PSS lineup (not to mention the 
best Assassins Creed in years, and the 
eventual release of Cyberpunk), we've 
been spoiled for a choice of escapes at 
the end of a year in which they've been 
sorely needed. Time, then, to bid good 
riddance to 2020 and start looking 
forward. In next month's special issue, 
we'll be dedicating our pages to the 
most exciting developments in games for 
2021 and beyond. That mood of 
optimism is well and truly back. B 


NETT ` 


We shouldn't underestimate the challenge of releasing new hardware in a year like this. Sony 
and Microsoft brought cheer to players - though fewer than hoped, thanks to stock issues 


Thanks largely to Animal 
Crossing: New Horizons, 
Switch sales in the UK 
were the best for any 
single format in a decade, 
while Hyrule Warriors: 
Age Of Calamity became 
the biggest-selling 
Warriors game ever within 
four days of launch. Yet 
Nintendo would surely 
have been hoping for a 
stronger Christmas slate to 
compete with Sony and 
Microsoft's headline- 
grabbers — though it’s 
clear Covid-19 has had a 
particularly severe impact 
on the company’s way of 
working. Still, a small 
team managed to put 
together a delightful little 
freebie while working from 
home: fingers crossed we 
see more small 
experiments like Jump 
Rope Challenge from 
Nintendo in 2021. 
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MUSEUM OF LOCKPICKING 


ocksport is the art, science and 

YouTube phenomenon of unlocking 
security devices that were meant only to 
be opened by keys. It's a transgressive 
and geeky hobby, and so perhaps it's no 
surprise that videogames have attempted 
to represent it for decades. Since August, 
Dim Bulb Games' Johnnemann 
Nordhagen has been updating a 
playable museum of lockpicking, which 
you can visit for a price of your choosing 
on dimbulbgames.itch.io. 


What was the impetus for the project? 
Natalie Clayton, one of the writers for 
Rock Paper Shotgun, just tweeted 'a 
museum of virtual fishing mechanics’, or 
something like that. And | said, this should 
absolutely exist. It would 
be wondertul if there was 
one tor conversation 


this whole economy that is not possible to 
portray in the museum. 


Do you have strong feelings about 
game archiving? 

That was one of the lenses that | thought 
this museum could work in — preserving 
mechanics rather than entire games, as 
most archivists do. What | realised, 
though, is that for archival you would 
want the mechanic to be as close to the 
original game as possible, with all the 
bugs. Ideally, you'd want to see the 
source code of that game imported. l'm 
more interested in doing a survey of the 
field of mechanics, because that’s the 
kind of tool | would like to see. 


How did you approach 
curation? 


"For archival you Right now, the main 


mechanics, and want the mechanic breakdown of categories is 


lockpicking, and hacking = 


between character skill 


that would be so useful for 10 be as close to and player skill. Character 


developers. | chose 
lockpicking because 
| thought there were 


relatively few games with all the bugs" 


it. It turns out there are way 
more than | assumed, but 
it's been fun anyway. 


So it's intended to help the time-poor 
developer with their research? 

That's right. My thinking is that if you want 
lockpicking in your game, you download 
the museum and play all the different 
examples. If something is really exciting 
to you, maybe you download that game 
as well and see it in its natural habitat. 
Even a system as self-contained as 
lockpicking isn't entirely separate trom the 
context of the game in which it appears. 
A lot of games have lockpicks as 
resources, for example, so that brings in 


the original game skill is not that interesting at 


the end of the day, 


as possible, with because it's all just math on 


the computer side. You 
either succeed or you 
don't. But on the player 
skill side, | realised there were multiple 
kinds. Most of them are about being able 
to do something precisely or quickly with 
your Fingers. But in the Sherlock Holmes 
series of games it's more about trying to 
solve a puzzle with your brain. There's 
one I'm working on implementing right 
now, probably the earliest example in the 
museum so far, which is from AD&D 
Hillstar, back in 1989. It's a matching 
game, basically — the tumblers have a 
particular shape, and you need to find the 
pick that has the corresponding shape. 
It's not a dexterity thing, but a timed 
visual puzzle. | think that's fascinating, 


Gated community 


Inside Dim Bulb Games’ gallery of lockpicking 
mechanics, and what it might mean for games 


because if you're a developer, the first 
lockpicking games you might think of 
would be Skyrim, Fallout, Oblivion and 
maybe Thief. If you start to see other 
examples, you might think, "What other 
ways can | challenge the player?' 


Have you ever picked a lock in reality? 
| have, actually, yeah. I'm not very good 
at it, very simple stuff. But | had a friend 
who worked with me at 2K Marin, and 
she was really into it and had a set of 
lockpicks on her at all times. | got to mess 
around with her practice locks. 


Where does the satisfaction of picking 
locks come from? 
It seems like for the people who pick 
locks, it's mostly about the puzzle. Solving 
a challenging lock while timing yourself is 
like а Rubik's Cube. | think there are also 
people out there who view it as a 
practical skill— if you locked yourself out 
ot your house, my friend at 2K could get 
you in — and also an expression of 
freedom and control. There's a lot of 
overlap between hacker groups and 
lockpicker groups. | think those ethoses 
go hand in hand. 

| don't think that videogames do a 
good job of capturing any of that, and 
l'm not sure that they're trying to either. In 
the games that I've seen, lockpicking is 
generally there as a gating mechanic or 
part of the resource engine. 


Do you ever worry about potential 
copyright infringement? 

I'm not a lawyer, but my understanding 
is that game mechanics cannot be 
copyrighted. | would hope that people 
making other games are free to borrow 
from those ideas. l've taken no source 
code, no art assets. Мо one's sent me 
a nasty letter yet. Bi 


Naturally, immersive sims by 
studios like Looking Glass and 
lon Storm feature heavily 
among the virtual exhibits, 
but by no means exclusively 


By releasing the project, 
Nordhagen hopes to 
inspire others to build 
their own niche museums 
of individual videogame 
mechanics. As for himself, 
the developer harbours 
ambitions to establish 
both hacking and fishing 
minigame collections at 
some point. “Fishing is the 
most requested one by 
far, but that’s a lot to bite 
off,” he says, his face 
betraying no hint that the 
snappy pun is intentional. 
“There are a lot of 
different fishing games, 
they have very different 
interfaces and stuff, and 
a lot of them are 3D. So 
there’s a lot more time, 
effort and potentially 
> ed | money that would go 
Oblivion's door puzzle is arguably the toughest of all those in the , | = | | into а museum like that 
museum, requiring precise timing and a big bag of picks to break "ЗЕР та os OW than lockpicking." 


Hi, sweetie 


J 


This note may seem 
strange to you. | can't give 


HOMESICK 
BLUES 


Nautilus Games’ subterranean 
platformer shuns violence 


Aurora follows a daughter’s search for her 
lost mother in a decaying world. Developers 
Juan Abad and Mikel Ojea noted very few 
exploration games without violence, electing 

“add that limitation to the list” and eschew 
aggressive mechanics. Instead, the game's 
feline protagonist, Shell, will modify the map 
by drilling in careful paths to unravel the 
mystery. Inspired by nostalgia for old 
consoles, the game’s narrow aspect ratio and 
reduced colour palette was implemented to 
evoke “a dangerous and threatening fantasy 
world,” taking cues from the films of Studio 
Ghibli and Castlevania Il. 

A dithering shader creates mesh-like fog 
zones that react to Shell’s position, obscuring 
hidden rooms and secret treasures. “We 
wanted each action to have a visual effect as 
a response, and shaders are a very powerful 
tool to achieve that,” Abad says. Nautilus is 
looking for financing for the game, eyeing PC 
and Switch as potential platforms. Ш 
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CUSTOM GAMING 
DESKTOPS & LAPTOPS 
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CUSTOM BUILT EASY TO USE CUSTOM РС5 AWARD WINNING 
TO YOUR SPEC CONFIGURATOR & LAPTOPS SYSTEMS 


Intel® Core™ i7-10700K 

ASUSA TUF Z490-PLUS GAMING 
16GB Corsair VENGEANCE 2666MHz 
8GB GEFORCE RTX 2070 SUPER 
eobGB PCS 2.5" M.e 550 

ОТВ SEAGATE BARRACUDA HDD 
Genuine Windows 10 Home 


This spec from 


£1,541.99 


OPTIMUS PRO 


15.6" Matte Full HD 120Hz Screen 


AMD Ryzen™ 7 Eight Core Processor 4800H 


ВСВ Corsair 2400MHz DDR4 
4GB GeForce GTX 1650 Ti 
128GB ADATA SX6000 LITE M.2 
Genuine Windows 10 Home 


This spec from 


£920.99 


<7 
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COBALT ELITE 


Intel® Core™ 15-10600K 
А5059 PRIME Z490-P 
8GB Corsair VENGEANCE 2400MHz 
6GB GEFORCE GTX 1660 SUPER 
256GB PCS 2.5" M.2 SSD 
1TB SEAGATE BARRACUDA HDD 

| Genuine Windows 10 Home 


This spec from Гв 


Ғ934.99 


ORDER ONLINE NOW AT 


0555 0117000 


о /PCSpecialist о (aiPCSpecialist 


WWW.PCSPECIALIST.CO.UK 


GET A FURTHER £15 OFF WITH THIS 
EXCLUSIVE VOUCHER CODE: 


* Prices are including VAT and are correct at the time of printing, but subject о change. 
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"l'm more interested 
in building radically 
empowering systems 
for work than | am 

in producing radical 
works — though 
they're good 

too, of course." 
Mutazione writer Hannah 


Nicklin is promoted to 
head of Die Gute Fabrik. 


"Videogames have the 
power to promote the 
values of diversity and 
inclusion. | hope my work 
will help reinforce this." 


Ubisoft's first VP of global 081 Raashi Sikka promises that the publisher's 
games = and the way it operates = will properly reflect the diverse 
backgrounds and makeups of its many studios from now on. 
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Soundbytes 


Game commentary in snacksized mouthtuls 


"When | think about 
BioWare's future and 
the next generation 
of talent in place, 

| could not be more 


confident or optimistic." 


As veterans Casey Hudson and Mark Darrah depart, 

EAS chief studio officer Laura Miele outlines a hopeful 
vision for the future of the studio — which it's probably 

reasonable to assume doesn't include Anthem 2. 


“What blew my mind 
recently is that it's seven 
years between Link To 
The Past and Ocarina 
Of Time, and seven 
years ago, eight years 
ago, Call Of Duty Black 
Ops 2 came out." 


lf Found creator Llaura McGee 
draws some hard comparisons 
between blockbuster series. 


ARCADE 
VVATCH 


Keeping an eye on the 
coin-op gaming scene 


Game DoDonPachi True Death Exa Label 
Manufacturer Exa-Arcadia 


We take our good news stories 
where we can get them right now, 
and word of a new Cave arcade 
game certainly fits that bill. There's 
something heartening about the 
continued existence of the bullet- 
hell maestro, particularly during 
this year with arcades struggling to 
stay in business. 

True Death Exa Label is based on 
the 2012 arcade game DoDonPachi 
SaiDaiOuJou - the first of its four 
modes is the game in its original 
form, while X Arrange Mode is the 
2013 Xbox 360 version, which was 
remixed as a result of feedback. 
The fourth mode sees you face off 
against boss character Inbachi, but 
it’s the third that sets this new 
version apart: Exa Label Mode 
features adaptive difficulty, helpful 
for those new to danmaku games. 

Though it's enjoyed success 
during location tests in Japan, a 
western release seems unlikely for 
the foreseeable future, although 
hopefully the response will 
encourage Cave to port it to 
consoles. Even so, it'll likely be one 
for keen importers: not since 2017's 
Dangun Feveron has a Cave release 
launched outside Japan. Still, as it 
plugs away on mobile platforms, 
here's a welcome reminder that a 
niche developer can still enjoy a 
measure of success by continuing 
to do what it does best. 
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KNOWLEDGE 
THIS MONTH 


MUSIC WEB GAME 


Slice Of Life: Songs From PS5 Simulator 
Wholesome Games bit.ly/PS5simu 
bit.ly/wholevinyl With demand outstripping 


supply, it's likely that plenty of 
would-be PS5 buyers will be 
left disappointed over the 


This collection of 21 tunes 
from a range of deliciously 
soft-centred indie games has 


been assembled for an equally VIDEO holiday season. This physics- 
heartwarming cause: all Line Rider - Omniverse Il based game is no substitute, 
proceeds will go to Galaxy bit.ly/lineridervid but it does entertainingly 
Fund, a grant for women, Remember one-time Flash capture the complexities of 
BIPOC and LGBTQ game favourite Line Rider, in which setting up a modern console. 
studio founders to enable players sketch lines for a boy Plugging it in is the first 
them to overcome some of the on a sledge to race down? challenge, with no sockets 
barriers they face. Which is all Well, David Lu's dazzlingly near the TV. You can chain a 
the excuse we need to add to ornate construction — which series of extension cables from 
our ever-growing collection of the creator estimates took the garage, or stretch the wires 
game soundtracks. Available 401 hours to build over 11 as far as they'll go; we end up 
on oh-so-covetable limited- years - is effectively the plugging the PS5 in a back 
edition purple vinyl, Slice Of Sistine Chapel ceiling of room and dragging the HDMI 
Life features exclusive mixes tracks. It's an astonishing feat cable through a wall. The — | 
and first-time-on-vinyl tracks of digital engineering, which difficulties continue with a die 
4 from the likes of Wattam, first required Lu to recreate smoking router (which we fix = a 
S Ooblets, A Short Hike, Kind the game in Python, while by throwing a pipe wrench at = pi | 
| Words, Spiritfarer and Rainy refining a style he calls it), a controller that needs |n 
Season, with a sneak preview ‘Olympic puppetry’: exploiting charging and a game — the — | 
of Lena Raine's delightful score physics quirks so the identity of which is one of the 
for Greg Lobanov's colourful diminutive rider can pull off best gags - that's over in 
adventure Chicory, out next elaborate tricks and reach seconds thanks to the 
summer. A wholesome exhilarating speeds as he blistering speed of the SSD. 
purchase indeed. whizzes along. Mesmerising. A diverting bit of silliness. 


THIS MONTH ON EDGE 


When we weren't doing everything else, we were thinking about stuff like this 


NOVELTIES 


Pigminted wooden carvings 


bit.ly/pigminted Reascension Dance of danger 
Nostalgia meets craftsmanship in Etsy artisan Pigminted's detailed An out-of-nowhere PC A glaring oversight means 
carvings. Crafted from a variety of woods - chiefly walnut, poplar ОЕ ЕЕЕ ЕРЕ Cyberpunk 20775 
and cherry — their items range from custom N64 cartridges (which Shaddai? A s Wrath aay ТЕ | d l- فت‎ 
double as Raspberry Pi cases) to ornamental Final Fantasy menus ي‎ oU de dt Шыға Md d & 
(which you can personalise) and authentic recreations of PS2 boxes. next, please world epilepsy triggers я 
It's not just retro items, either: an Animal Crossing: New Horizons ЕР J 
flight information board can be engraved with your player and Netflix and chills Joyless = NI 1 
island name. Other highlights include a wonderful Paper Mario: The " "OPE deli Tes halts Et " m. а a ~ ” 8 
Thousand-Year Door GameCube box, which comes in at just under : ган ER de e a vs "n ies T - "Жа "d 
£150 — probably as much as you'd pay for the real thing at CEX. шаар атоо a or lu jadis В 
Taiwanese horror Detention  Јоу-Соп shells for charity | И 
1 
Stanned Undelivered . A 
SNL and Eminem team up ... while eBay scammers | % < ^ 
for send-up of PlayStation 5 send buyers empty boxes Р 
stock shortages... and concrete blocks 


Finding of Isaac Great Razzie si 

Metal Gear Solid film gets its ^A Monster Hunter movie еже 
first Oscar win: casting Poe pulled from Chinese Ас A 
Dameron as Solid Snake cinemas after racist ‘joke’ Nw 
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Issue 353 


Dialogue 
Send your views, using 
‘Dialogue’ as the subject 


Our letter of the month wins 
a full 12-month, 13-issue 
subscription to Edge 
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line, to edge@futurenet.com. 


Y you do dis? 
Dear Nintendo, 
There are millions of gamers like me (I 
checked) who, knowingly or not, like their 
control stick to mimic head and neck 
movement — ie, push forward to look down, 
pull back to look up, just like airplane 
controls. How you could barbarically excise 
this option from Switch Super Mario 
Sunshine beggars belief. It’s obviously to 
dumb it down for the ‘casual’ Switch gamers, 
which is ridiculous considering the large 
number of games on there that already have 
an ‘invert Y axis’ option — you could just as 
easily have added more explanation for the 
poor, confused things. I have always been a 
dedicated Sunshine fan, 
dismayed by the reduced 
acclaim it received, and I was 


“DualSense is 


DISPATCHES 
JANUARY 


console requiring the floor space, but other 
than that the future looks great with Sony’s 
new machine. 

In the run-up to its release, there was 
much discussion about the design of the 
console. But it’s only in holding — and using 
— the DualSense that I realise the controller 
is the real star of the show here. It is 
perhaps the most radical evolution of tactile 
game control since the Wii Remote, and it’s 
exciting to think of the potential. Astro’s 
Playroom magnificently demonstrates the 
variety of tricks that DualSense can 
perform, and the game itself is such an 
endearing love letter to the history of 
PlayStation. Bizarrely, it feels like the most 
‘Nintendo’ game I have ever 
played on a Sony console. 

We can’t underestimate 


thrilled when it was announced perha ps the most the importance of PS4 


for the Switch, but you have 
wrecked it for me. 
John Budgen 


First of all, sir, this is a 


seems that Nintendo got the 

message anyway, since the 

game has been patched during the time 
since you sent your letter. What felt 
especially egregious about the whole affair 
was that it required such a simple fix. At 
least this high-profile example has brought 
the discussion into the foreground recently, 
meaning that the industry as a whole will 
surely take extra care with these 
considerations in the future. 


Talking Sense 

The next generation of the future of 
interactive entertainment has arrived in my 
household, in the shape of the towering PS5! 
Exciting times; and the courier would have 
received a hug if it weren’t for Covid. I could 
see the disappointment on his face, but 
rules are rules. Obviously I’ve had to inform 
the kids that we won’t be able to have a 
Christmas tree this year, what with the new 


radical evolution 
of tactile game 


control since the 
Wendy’s, not Nintendo. But it Wii Remote” 


compatibility too. The 
PlayStation 4 has built sucha 
strong following that it seems 
only fair that we can drag our 
(many, many) unfinished games 
on to our PS5 consoles. I have 
no immediate plans to buy any 
of the PS5 exclusives, in fact: 
I've got the PS Plus Collection and a PS4 
backlog to keep me entertained (I’m 
currently trying to familiarise myself with 
the controls of Horizon Zero Dawn — how do 
I swap weapons again?). It will be interesting 
to see if the coming year brings some 
innovative and fun use of the DualSense. 
2021 needs to be fun, don't you think? 

Ben Bulbeck 


Fun, is it? Go on, then, sign us up for some 
of that. Regarding DualSense, you really 
have to feel for Sony not being able to get it 
into players’ hands before PlayStation 5 
launched. You're right — it's an immediately 
tangible benefit of this generation of 
PlayStation hardware, and yet no one could 
go near it for obvious reasons. The concern, 
as always, is that game makers will come to 
neglect its potential over time, as it segues 


from “new” to “normal”, and with 
multiplatform releases it’s likely to receive 
only token gestures from developers already 
struggling to wrangle so many different 
platform variants. On the positive side, it is 
shipped as standard with every Р55, which 
will always encourage developers to look on 
it favourably. That didn’t seem to matter 
much in shaping what happened with the 
Sixaxis/DS3’s gyro functionality, or indeed 
the DS4’s touchpad feature, but we’re 
keeping optimistic for now. 


A new era of Entitlement 

It is not often EA receives praise for its 
actions. The publishing giant was a winner 
of Consumerist’s ‘Worst Company in 
America’ two years running in 2012 and 
2013, and the blunders that have followed 
since then have been frequent, whether it be 
the advertising of FIFA Ultimate Team packs 
in children’s magazines, the botched release 
of Anthem, or the company’s complacency 
with building upon its numerous sporting 
franchises year over year. 

However, it is important to give credit 
where credit is due, and so I want to do just 
that. As the above alludes to, EA can be a 
money-hungry beast, often guilty of 
sacrificing the quality of its product in the 
knowledge that its games will sell 
astronomic numbers regardless. 

Its Dual Entitlement program has been 
surprisingly refreshing, and somewhat out 
of character for the typically maligned 
company. As of December 4, players who 
bought the PS4 or Xbox One version of FIFA 
21 — in physical or digital form — would be 
able to upgrade their copy to its next- 
generation edition free of charge. While this 
may seem obvious to some, it would have 
been so easy for EA to make players fork 
out another £60 or £70 — because players 
would have done just that. 

The upgrades are mostly based around 
improving immersion, with a focus on 
graphical enhancements, more realistic 
broadcasting packages, and a new camera 


angle to play with, but for a company that has 
sold annual titles at full RRP doing just that, 
this more consumer-friendly approach is 
definitely a step in the right direction. 
Marcus Hodgkinson 


It’s a good point. With so much confusion 
swamping such issues with this console 
transition, especially on PS5, who honestly 
had EA at the top of the list when it came to 
seamlessness and customer satisfaction? 
Things really are taking a turn, aren’t they? 


Wonder years 

Another lockdown staycation recently 
provided me with the perfect opportunity to 
tidy up my gaming room — not least because I 
needed space, plus two extra power sockets 
for November’s new arrivals. 

Of course, it took longer than expected — 
too much reminiscing about past gaming 
generations. A cassette of Enduro Racer for the 
Spectrum rekindles memories of gaming 
rivalries with school friends, while Mega 
Drive Road Rash 2 and Speedball 2 recall 
battles with younger siblings. Sadly, the 
battered Super Metroid and my Perfect Dark 
box now also housing GoldenEye show that I 
really must get better at storing these things. 

Some I’d almost forgotten about — 
Bangai-O, Space Channel 5 and Rez remind me 
to store the Dreamcast somewhere accessible. 
Rez even persuades me to download the 
updated version for the PS4 — the more 
things change, the more they stay the same! 

Coming more up to date, Super Monkey Ball, 
WarioWare: Smooth Moves and Lego Star Wars 
remind me of the first steps taken introducing 
my own sons to videogames, before Halo and 
Borderlands make me grimace at the fact that 
they are now so much better than me! 

The final highlight was even finding an old 
photo from the Edge Forum meet-up in Bath 
from 2002! 

So, what’s the meaning of all this? Well, as 
we move into yet another generation (I’ve lost 
count of how many I’ve done now), it 
reminded me how much excitement and 


DISPATCHES 
DIALOGUE 


www.facebook.com/ 
edgeonline 
Discuss gaming topics with 
fellow Edge readers 


wonder there will be to come over the next 
few years. From the unboxing and initial 
powering-up in just a few weeks' time to all 
the gaming innovations we'll get to enjoy — 
this wonderment never, ever gets old! And 
let's be honest, with this year's winter likely 
to be darker than most, its great to have so 
many positives to look forward to. 

Ian Carlson 


Hold on — 2002? Was that the one with that 
guy who did... that thing? And you have... 
photos, you say? A year's subscription to the 
magazine is on its way in exchange for us 
never talking of this again. Deal? 


If you squint 

I've turned 40 this year, and one of a couple of 
things that stop me from frowning at that is 
that I’m still very much the target group for 
videogames. I enjoy reading demographics 
that prove to me that I still belong, I love 
storylines that embrace adult topics, and 
likewise enjoy that most letters to Edge seem 
to come from people who've passed the 
magical 30, at least. 

And then I move the magazine to within 
the 30cm range, from which I can decipher the 
text. I don’t know if anyone can read the 
magazine comfortably in their lap, really. 
Some of us have back problems and bad 
eyesight, okay? Cut us some slack! 

A web designer friend once said about font 
sizes: “It’s called 100% for a reason”. It stuck 
with me. I think Edge might be a 70% for the 
text, and a 50% for the image text. I’m aware 
that the look of the whole magazine comes 
from the ratio of text to image, and of course 
larger text could mean more pages, driving 
costs, but I still gotta say, I wish I could enjoy 
it without having to squint! 

Thanks for considering this should you 
ever look into some new design decisions. 
Jan 


Thanks, Jan, we 
will look into it. ІШ 
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s if 2020 had not been bad enough, 

right towards the very end of it 

Facebook released an experiment in 
‘interactive storytelling’ called Rival Peak. It 
was marketed (and obediently reported in the 
mainstream press) as ап “AI”-driven cross of 
reality TV show and videogame, in which 
animated contestant characters competed to 
avoid being voted off by the human audience. 
What, in a way, could be more zeitgeisty? We 
had all binged our way through Selling Sunset 
on Netflix but little new reality content was 
being filmed during the plague year, for 
obvious reasons. Maybe artificial intelligence 
could plug the yawning gap in our locked- 
down souls. I for one was thrilled to find out 
whether it could. 

Happily, in a way, it turned out that no 
artificial intelligence was harmed during the 
making of this audiovisual product, since the 
bot-contestants exhibited no more acumen 
than the kind of NPC you’re supposed to 
protect on an escort mission who instead 
stands in a doorway in order to prevent you 
from shooting their attackers. Indeed, “АІ” in 
this sense has not come very far since the 
fons et origo of all these 
Activision’s Little Computer People (1985), 
which was itself a gentle satire on the first 
reality ТУ shows in the 1970s. 

What the virtual characters in Rival Peak 
do is wander around the forest trails where 
they are supposed to 
occasionally try to accomplish a task. They 
do this for eight hours a day, and earn points 
the more humans they get watching their 
particular follow-cam. Since recording 
hundreds of hours of spoken dialogue 
evidently wasn't in the development budget, 
the characters don't speak to one another 
when their paths cross, 
awkwardly or at best emit a pictographic 
speech bubble containing, say, a picture of a 
burger, while a horrible soft-rock loop plays 
in the background. 

Of course, you're not supposed to watch 
this all day, you're meant to dip in and out. 


sim games, 


survive, and 


but just wave 
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STEVEN POOLE 


Trigger Happy 


Shoot first, ask questions later 


One is driven to conclude that 
the epic levels of whimsical 
tedium are the whole point, as 
with FarmVille and all the rest 


When you log back in, the host helpfully 
keeps you up to date with the non- 
developments with what are supposedly text 
messages. How do you know they are text 
messages? Because each orange block of text 
literally starts with the word “(txt-msg)”, like 
real text messages don't. There is some 
attempt to imply that the producers of the 
show (whose major plot points are scripted 
by writers) like to engineer conflict, but this 
idea has already been raised to gleeful heights 
of epic awfulness on the TV show Unreal. 

No, what really marks Rival Peak out as 
something remarkable is the game part of it. 


Imagine that the character you are following 
now has to put up a tent, and you as the 
player have to help her. What do you do? 
Why, you click quickly and repetitively on 
an on-screen circle until the progress ring 
has filled up. Yes, a full decade after Ian 
Bogost's legendary Cow Clicker, a parody of 
all the worst aspects of social games, 
a Facebook game - “Al-driven 
experiment in interactive storytelling” — is 
still getting you to click meaninglessly on 
meaningless stuff. You couldn’t make it up, 
because if you were going to make up an 
ambitious new Facebook entertainment 
project, you would assume it would be 
somehow very compelling in an evil way, 
rather than simply spirit-crushingly boring. 

Or is that the whole trick of Rival Peak? 
There's no point criticising the developers, 
since they presumably delivered what 
Facebook wanted; the question is why 
Facebook wanted it in the first place. And one 
is driven to conclude that the epic levels of 
whimsical tedium are the whole point, as 
with FarmVille and all the rest: this isn’t 
meant to be an artwork in its own right but a 
cynical mechanism to keep people coming 
back to Facebook on a regular basis, only to 
get bored and click somewhere else on the 
website so that Facebook can then earn 
money for showing them adverts about how 
Donald Trump really won the election and 
vaccines will kill you. 

To be scrupulously fair, as I write this 
column the show has been running for only a 
week out of its scheduled 12-week run, and 
for all I know in three months’ time, or even 
by the time you read this, it will have become 
a global cultural phenomenon that really does 
point the way towards the future of 
entertainment. If that turns out to be the 
case, I will of course take credit for being one 
of the OG fans whose patient repetitive 
clicking of a circle on a screen made it all 
happen, and deny I ever wrote this column. 


SOITy, 


Steven Poole's Trigger Happy 2.0 is now available from 
Amazon. Visit him online at www.stevenpoole.net 
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SAM BARLOW 


Unreliable Narrator 


Exploring stories in games and the art of telling tales 


ur entertainment masters have 

identified the enemy in their efforts 

to connect us to a smooth-flowing, 
never-ending pipeline of content. That enemy 
is: friction. The roughage in our gaming diet 
is bad because it might cause us to turn off or 
tune out. At first glance, this sounds 
reasonable. I tell stories and don't I want to 
tell the whole story? Developers are painfully 
aware of the statistics that show that only the 
minority of players ever complete a given 
game — and many of the new system-level 
initiatives are aimed at the frustrations that 
Activities 
into 


apparently cause this. Sony's 
feature neatly breaks its 
convenient chunks of fun, packaging up the 
objectives and tasks available and teleporting 
you right into the action. In Spider-Man, this 
cuts out the effort of navigating an open 
world to find a mission trigger and lets you 
quickly hoover up side-objectives. But what 
does this say about the experience? The game 
already goes out of its way to streamline 
things with easy-to-access fast travel and 
map markers which lay out a red carpet to 


games 


each of its snack-sized missions. Streamlining 
further is like giving diners at a buffet a 
hoover. Side-objectives were originally added 
to open worlds to encourage players to engage 
with their spaces — now the side objectives 
themselves are the point? 

Playing another recent blockbuster story 
game, I was shepherded from beat to beat, 
each moment between cutscenes a linear 
tunnel where the action required of me was 
highlighted amid the rich set dressing that 
gave the impression of a realistic world. Look 
at that broken piece of wall: the light falls on 
it so neatly and the scuff marks on the ground 
near it lead your eye! Step over there and 
press X to mantle! Follow the winding path 
through this dense jungle because it will lead 
you to the next tumble and slide that will 
deposit you where the game wants you to go. I 
was put in mind of what Peter Watkins calls 
the ‘monoform’ — the shape that modern TV 
and movies share, a style of editing that is 


26 


In my games | have pushed 
a level of opacity up front, 
primarily because that works 
as an invitation to players 


designed to bombard the viewer with 
stimulation to keep them engaged and 
entertained without ever giving them room to 
think. By reducing games to a constant sense 
of progression, by streamlining the experience 
so I don’t have to think too hard outside of 
focusing on the very next objective, we seem 
to be creating the ultimate monoform. 
Videogames are a form of communication, 
stories told by a game and its player together. 
If we eliminate the friction and spoon-feed 
the player, we have a one-way conversation — 
which isn’t really а conversation. The 
marvellous Zelda: Breath Of The Wild avoids 


filling its map with quest icons because it 
values your presence in its world above your 
progression through it. Climbing its mountains 
is hard, not to pad out its content but because 
it’s a game about climbing mountains. The 
game’s reward for finding 100% of its Koroks 
was a golden piece of poop. It’s your journey, 
not the checklist that matters. 

Friction, in the best games, focuses the 
player’s imagination. The labyrinthine design 
and backtracking of a Metroid game encourages 
the player to create a mental map of the world 
to proceed. To best it, players have to make it 
real. The Dark Souls games have won players’ 
hearts by elevating the friction and asking 
players to pay attention and engage deeply. In 
my games I have pushed a level of opacity and 
resistance up front, primarily because that 
works as an invitation or provocation to 
players to assert themselves. It is healthy for a 
game to push back against its players. 

It is also healthy to sometimes put a game 
down, or to find space to think inside the 
game. The walk from a save point to a boss is 
one I cherish because it gives me time to 
process — whereas the instant-restart version 
flings me right back into things, mushing my 
face against the asphalt until I push or am 
pushed through. A good book is one I put 
down from time to time to think — a page- 
turner feels good as it goes down, but I 
struggle to remember what I just read. The 
convenience of anti-friction guides favours 
page-turning over stopping and thinking. 

A big-name platform holder once 
suggested having a boss trip and fall on its 
own sword if players failed too many times. 
As a solution to the problem, “Players put this 
game down if they die too often,” this seems 
reasonable. But it also asks you to question 
the fundamental point of a game. Why let me 
fight if you don’t want me to lose? Why let 
me choose where to climb, if you only want 
me to climb there? Why have a conversation 
with me if you don’t want me to talk back? 


Sam Barlow is the founder of NYC-based Half Mermaid 
Productions. He can be found on Twitter at @mrsambarlow 
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THE GAMES IN OUR SICHTS THIS MONTH 


Hitman 3 40  Inscryption 44 Hell Is Others 
PC, PS4, PS5, Switch, Xbox One, PC TBA 
Xbox Series 
42  Wobbledogs 44 The Good Life 
г” Volcano PC PC, PS4, Switch, Xbox One 
i 
PC, x PS5 44 Mask Of The Rose 44 Kingpin Reloaded 
TBA PC 
Shadows Of Doubt 
PC A Rogue Escape 


Oculus, Steam VR 


Explore the iPad 
edition of Edge for 
extra Hype content 


Turn and face the strange 


A change, it's often said, can do you good. Tempting though it may be to 
stay within our comfort zone, it undoubtedly benefits us to embrace new 
challenges. Accepting change is, atter all, how we learn and grow; it 
makes us more adaptable; it allows us to re-evaluate what's important to us; 
it provides us with new opportunities and experiences. In short, change 
makes our lives more interesting. 

As this month's Hype crop proves, the same applies to games. (It it 
didn't, we'd all still be playing Spacewar! — and with all due respect to 
Steve Russell, no one wants that.) The curious canines ої VVobbledogs 
cocoon themselves when it's time tor a change, emerging with anything 
from а ditferentcoloured body to more legs: the result of each 
metamorphosis is determined by their food intake. As in Bugsnax, here you 
really are what you eat. 

Then there's mysterious card game Inscryption, which will test your poker 
face by regularly introducing strange new wrinkles: whispering cards, 
anyone? Objects sporadically appear on the table, forcing you to switch 


MOST up your approach. And, since this is trom the maker 
WANTED ot Pony Island and The Hex, naturally there will be 
еке One Pc Xbox Series uuu, VOriety of formal twists to keep you оп your toes. 


of a pitch, and we're still not bored of the 
time-limited Steam prologue. All the 


Firstoerson detective game Shadows Of Doubt, 


same, we're itching to see more storm- hil d | ; k 5 d 

lashed alien plonais iha Walis meanwhile, uses procedural trickery їо create brand-new 
none-more-atmospheric game of serene , e , i , , 
exploration and exhilarating flight cases: the killers identity will be different every time, so 
Ghostwire: Tokyo PC, PS5 i 

Archipel's fabulous Shinji Mikami doc has ma cani rely en old leads. 

us excited afresh for Tango Gameworks' e 

0... On the subject of murder, it's time tor Agent 47 to take 


J-h Ghostb duced by th ; ; 

1... his leave. Trilogy-closer Hitman 3 sees the barcoded 
Hand? We're confident that this will end . . . . ) . 

up as one of 2021's cult favourites assassin hanging up his Silverballers, with his creator 
God Of War: Ragnarok Р55 moving on to develop the next James Bond game, based 


An interview clip of Christopher Judge on 
his performance as Kratos is a reminder on ап entirely original storyline rather than a movie. 


of how he humanised a character who'd 


viousl d lik - killi / А 
ы Тее! be no rest for ІО Interactive, then - but, well, 
more of that — and the cathartic violence . 
a ues they do say a change is as good as one of those. 


НІТМАМ 3 
Agent 475 big finish is a 


tresh start for his creators 


Developer/publisher 
Format 

Origin 

Release 


ndings: a topic in which we'd imagine 

Agent 47 is uniquely well-versed by now. 

He's certainly delivered enough of them 
in his time — via the medium of piano wire, 
silenced pistol, tumbling stuffed moose. And 
now, with IO Interactive putting another 
besuited amoral agent in its sights, it seems 
47 is about to get one of his own. An ending, 
that is. Not a stuffed moose. 

“We are going to put it to rest for a while, 
the franchise,” game director Mattias 
Engstróm tells us. “We have the live tail, and 
there's going to be some cool stuff coming 
there" — he means the kind of extra missions 
and Elusive Targets which have followed the 
previous two games — but this release will be 
47's last full-length outing for the foreseeable 
future. “It’s going to be a pretty emotional 
moment for me, but we're moving on.” 

The aim for Hitman 3, Engstróm says, is 
not only to wrap up the World Of 
Assassination trilogy that began with the 
series’ 2016 reboot, but also to provide closure 
to the past 20 years of creative murder, 
borrowed costumes and largely extraneous 
plot points. Which makes Engstróm an 
interesting choice of director. Before joining 
IO in 2013, he admits, *I didn't really know 
Hitman that well.” But working as a level 
designer on the last two games (Engstróm was 
the primary architect of Marrakesh and 


IO Interactive 

PC, Р54, PS5, Switch, 
Xbox One, Xbox Series 
Denmark 

January 20 


Mumbai) has fixed that. So don't expect an 

outsider's take on the concept. Hitman 3 is an 
iteration, building on all that experience — and 
directly atop its two immediate predecessors. 

If you already own those games, this finale 
will act as a nesting doll, packed tight with 
glamorous locales. Every map and mission can 
be carried across, and they'll be given sparkly 
makeovers to bring them in line with the new 
game. Engstróm promises *a substantial 
graphical upgrade across the board”, but you'll 
also be able to ferry gear between the titles, 
opening up new tactical opportunities in levels 
you may have trodden countless times before. 

The idea, essentially, is to leave a lasting 
monument to what IO has achieved over the 
past half-decade, after reviving a series that 
had been practically given the taxidermied- 
moose treatment by 2012's Absolution. ^We 
have three games under one executable;" 
Engstróm says of the new game. “And 
whatever we have in that executable is the 
best version of Hitman.” 

Which might leave you wondering: what's 
new? Another batch of locations, naturally, 
which remain the beating heart of any new 
Hitman instalment. We've seen three of the 
six so far: Dubai, beginning the game on a 
high note with its serial-numbers-scratched- 
off version of the Burj Khalifa. Chongging, its 
neon signs reflected in puddles and off that № 


While Engstróm says we'll be 
getting up more close and 
personal in this final 
installment in the trilogy, don't 
expect any big emotional 
displays from the bald one 


32 


HITMAN 3 


famous pate, doubling as a showcase for the 
game's updated lighting system. And 
Dartmoor, a slightly less exotic setting from 
our UK-based perspective, but with the 
intriguing notion of 47 playing Sherlock at a 
locked-door murder mystery. 

^We really take roleplaying to the next 
level in the Dartmoor location,” Engstróm 
says. “That was such a massive undertaking 
from a design and implementation point of 
view. We were able to lean into scenarios that 
are harder to do, because we have a mastery of 
the core Hitman gameplay and our systems.” 

With said systems so firmly in place, and 
this instalment refining rather than reinventing 
them, Engstróm and team were keen to ensure 
the game had a character of its own. ^We want 
it to be a bit more intimate. If you look at the 
first Hitman game, it really honed in on that 
sort of spy thriller flavour. And Hitman 2 went 
more colourful. It's more playful, it's bolder, 


"For Hitman 3, we wanted to 
get a little bit closer to our 
targets and our characters" 


and we take bigger liberties." He's not 
wrong — our enduring image of the sequel 
remains 47 in the pink flamingo costume, as 
an F1 car bursts into flames behind him. 

*For Hitman 3, we wanted to get a little bit 
closer to our targets and our characters.” It 
remains to be seen how this will translate into 
gameplay, but one addition will certainly raise 
the intimacy factor: VR. The entire game, 
including the ported-over contents of its 
predecessors, can be played in firstperson 
using the PSVR headset. (Engstróm won't be 
drawn on the decision to launch only on 
Sony's VR offering, except to underline that 
this is at launch. Make of that what you will.) 

We're not able to experience this aspect 
for ourselves yet, but one moment in the 
footage catches our imagination: tapping a 
guard on the shoulder with a crowbar, causing 
them to turn around just in time for the full 
swing to connect with their face. “Some kills 
are very like ‘whoa, okay? He audibly winces. 
“Very intense.” Any item that сап be picked 
up, you can throw or swing using the Move 


controllers — but, with all the methods of 
murder available, not everything is quite so 
one-to-one. *Some of it is button presses on 
the controller," Engstróm explains. *Because 
you need to be snappy in some situations." 

Still, with the main ‘flat’ game focused on 
polishing the formula, this sounds like a 
reinvention of Hitman. The idea of playing in 
firstperson, being able to interact more freely 
with targets, is rich with possibilities. And, we 
observe, sounds like a development nightmare. 
“There were a lot of rendering struggles just 
to get it running on the dev kits and the PS4,” 
Engstróm says. “Just having a core Hitman 
experience working in VR is hard." 

The team considered taking an easier route, 
he admits. ^We had talks early on, to have it so 
you play only with your controller and maybe 
you're still in thirdperson, but you're more 
immersed and can look around with your 
headset [...] But I don't think that would have 
been worth it — so we went the extra mile." 


It's a sign that perhaps IO's approach to 
this game isn't as conservative as it appears. 
And the studio is reinventing itself, too. 
When this trilogy started, it was part of 
Square Enix. The two parted ways before the 
sequel, published by Warner Bros — and 
Hitman 3 will be IO’s first self-published game. 

But it won't be the last. Project 007, as it's 
currently titled, is an IO-published game that 
sees the studio being handed the keys to the 
series it's been homaging for so long. *It was 
probably a key factor in getting the licence;" 
Engstróm says, when we ask if this trilogy was 
an extended audition for Bond. “There are so 
many excited developers in the studio." 

So it makes sense that IO would be ready 
to turn in the red tie and try on another suit. 
But where does that leave Agent 47? *It is 
about landing, in the end, on a spot where we 
want him to be,” Engstróm says. “At one level, 
it's about agency and player freedom. And what 
is freedom, for Agent 47? For 20 years, there's 
been someone telling him what to do.” The 
implication being, of course, that this is about 
to change. We might have been too busy with 
the sandbox to ever pay more than sporadic 
attention to the story, but it's hard not to be 
intrigued by the promise that Hitman 3 will 
bring it all to a close. “Whatever that means." ІШ 


A load off 


This extended 
handover period 
between console 
generations is a 
strange time to 
launch any game, 
especially one with 

a mode exclusive to 
PSVR (a technology 
that seems to have 
been a little left 
behind in the PS5 
upgrade.) We 
shouldn't expect 
much in the way of 
new-gen bells or 
whistles from 

Hitman 3. "It is а 
cross-gen game," 
Engstróm says, and IO 
prioritised parity 
between all versions. 
But there's one aspect 
of the new consoles 
he reckons is a perfect 
fit for Hitman: the 
move to SSD, and the 
fast loading times it 
enables. After all, he 
says, "the basic core 
concept of the series 
Is experimentation, 
trying things out in 
the sandbox and 
failing and 
reloading." Proof, if 
any were needed, 
that the man truly 
does understand the 
Hitman experience. 


TOP The prospect of 47 
solving an elaborate murder, 
Sherlock-Holmes-style, 
rather than causing one 
himself, is delicious. 

RIGHT Agent 47, the 
unflamboyant scourge of 
the offensively wealthy. Do 
those pillars really need to 
be made of gold? In Dubai, 
the answer is ‘Yes’, clearly 


TOP Nice 2,700-foot-tall 


ledge you've got here. Be a 


shame if someone were to 
get... nudged... over it. 


ABOVE Lucas Grey, the Liquid 


Snake of this tale. Or had 
you forgotten Agent 47 is 
actually a clone, made and 
raised to be an assassin? 


33 


5 ا 


HJY 
P/E 


GOODBYE 
VOLCANO HIGH 


Ko-op scales up for a bittersweet 
ode to youthful impulse 


Developer/publisher 
Format 

Origin 

Release 


Ko-op 

PC, PS4, PS5 
Canada 
2021 


Sweet Baby Inc and Kim Belair 
have recently come aboard to 
help write an authentic-feeling 
love story. It's an underserved 
genre, Dabbous says: "People 
talk more about the romance 
options in Dragon Age than they 
do about the combat system!" 


I dent benov.. [ А Calculus kills my vibe 
Fou already heard one of my songs today. 


TOP Fang and their best 
friend Trish's band, VVorm 
Drama, is portrayed by 
in-house composer Dabu and 
vocalist Brigitte Naggar. 
ABOVE Dabbous points to 
Bioware's RPGs as a key 
influence on the way 
Goodbye Volcano High's 
dialogue scenes play out. 
LEFT Fang gets ready to burn 
a yearbook. We wonder if 
Huerta has similar plans for 
the Discord members' 
interactive yearbooks. 
BOTTOM Dabbous largely 
found the negative reaction 
to the game's announcement 
as part of the PS5 reveal 
baffling: "The idea that it's 
trodden ground or 
whatever... It's like, well, 
how many fucking firstperson 
shooters are we playing? 
How many Zelda-likes are 
we playing? Like, come on!" 


GOODBYE 
VOLCANO HIGH 


s anyone who's ever been an awkward 

teenager knows, it takes guts to be 

yourself. This interactive drama 
follows a group of high-school-aged dinosaurs 
as they prepare to graduate and figure out who 
they want to be for the rest of their lives. 
Problem is, according to the news, the rest of 
their lives may not be that long. “Everybody 
knows what happened to the dinosaurs,” 
smiles Saleem Dabbous, studio director and 
co-director of Goodbye Volcano High. 

It's a fantastic, heartbreaking setup for a 
branching narrative game that explores how 
young people navigate turbulent times, and 
how we often rely on our peers to get us 
through. And there's been plenty of that 
happening this year at Ko-op. In a huge 
moment for the small cooperative, Goodbye 
Volcano High was announced as part of PSs's 
reveal event — and drew the ire of a crowd that 
decided this was a cynical attempt to imitate 
the success of games such as Night In The 
Woods. *Making such a personal game, you 
have to tune out a lot of those conversations,” 
Dabbous says. “Because when you start to 
factor that into how you’re making your game, 
you make compromises you wouldn’t have 
made otherwise. We put a lot of ourselves 
into this game, and we take our responsibility 
for telling this story really seriously.” 


It’s borne out in Ko-op’s approach to its 
development. If your game is going to explore 
the concept of connecting with others, after 
all, you ought to practise what you preach. 
And so at the start of 2020, Ko-op hired 
community manager Marcela Huerta — who 
is now heading up the growth of a kind of 
mini-metaverse that sits alongside the game, 
a space for fans to take part in ‘in-universe’ 
activities together. Huerta has always loved 
coming-of-age tales: “These types of stories 
can really impact teens.” Her approach to the 
role is inspired by her own childhood “being 
sort of a loner, writing fan fiction — and then 
finding LiveJournal, and that community 
meaning so much to me, encouraging me to 
work on my writing and art. I want that space 
for the teens that engage with this game.” 
Many have joined the game’s Discord, 
through which Huerta is running a ‘Yearbook 
Committee’ as one of Goodbye Volcano High’s 


characters, as well as virtual sticker swaps 
(with stickers earned for achievements and 
attending events). It’s heartening for Huerta 
to see the younger members supporting each 
others’ creativity, posting their art and sharing 
their excitement for the game. “I want to 
nourish that feeling,” she tells us. “I love the 
idea of coming to this game and having a life 
with it that is in part playing the game itself, 
but then also the lead-up to the game.” 
Dabbous says it’s instrumental in attracting 
an audience to a very narrative-focused game, 
which won’t be ready to fully show off until 
all the pieces are in place. “But I will say that 
the way people communicate with each other 
through Discord, and phones, and Twitter — 
they have analogues in our game.” And Goodbye 
Volcano High is a love story at its heart, 
although you won't be romancing characters 
at will, but instead making bold choices as 
Fang. “They have their own preferences, their 


“We can all die at any 
moment... How are you going 
to find love and hope?” 


own relationships and motivations that you’re 
guiding them through,” Dabbous says. 

And it’s not all about teen crushes: much 
of the game is concerned with how decisions 
change in the face of disaster. “This game 
really is about the fact that we can all die at 
any moment,” Dabbous says. “And with that 
knowledge, how are you going to live your 
life? How are you going to find love, hope and 
optimism with that knowledge? And what are 
you going to do with it?” 

Ko-op, having begun development years 
ago, wasn’t expecting 2020 to be quite so 
apocalyptic. “But it really solidified a lot of 
our ideas of how varied the range of reactions 
can be when you’re dealing with something 
that’s life-altering,” Huerta says. “It’s been 
hard, for sure. But I find it kind of emotionally 
cathartic to work on something that tackles 
these issues — and in terms of what people 
younger than us are going to have to deal with 
in the future. I think about that all the time. 
So this is, I think, relevant subject matter for 
younger people, even more so than for us.” E 


EDGE 


Feedback 


loop 


The DualSense 
controller’s soeaker 
and haptics have a 
significant impact on 
many of the game's 
more emotional 
scenes. “The 
relationship between 
haptics and audio is 
so important, and is a 
big part of how we 
think about things,” 
Dabbous says, calling 
back to Ке25 Trance 
Vibrator as one of the 
early leaders in 
helping players to 
understand an 
emotional state. “So 
we can give that to 
our writers and be 
like, ‘Hey, in your 
script, you can specify 
your heart rate, if you 
want to – you can 
specify if a choice will 
increase or decrease 
your heart rate, and 
have that be reflected 
in the controller. And 
by pulling our writers 
into becoming so 
intrinsic to the design 
of the game, we 
increase our 
collaboration." 
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Developer/publisher 
ColePowered Games 
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Format PC 
Origin UK 
Release TBA 


SHADOWS 


OF DOUBT 


A detective procedural 


build of Shadows Of Doubt, is delete the 

entire world. On starting a new game, 
you're given the option to generate your own 
rainy cyber-noir city, with size and population 
density sliders to choose exactly how big a 
haystack you'll search for your murderous 
needle in — but project lead Cole Jefferies 
suggests we begin with the provided demo 
world (four blocks by five, population: 146). 
Which, with a single stray keystroke, we 
remove from existence. Oops. 

This accident does, at least, give us chance 
to generate a new world. A loading bar spools 
through tasks — lays out blueprints, creates 
life, plants evidence — and in doing so, weaves 
an entirely new murder mystery for us to 
solve. “In my game, the killer might be in a 
certain apartment, and in another game, it 
might be a completely different person, in a 
completely different part of the city,’ Jefferies 
explains. “But the basis of the storyline, the 
key beats, are the same.” 

In this game, we find the victim — one 
Charles Sesay — upstairs in our own apartment 
building, his blood spattered all over the tiles 
of his bathroom. But first we have to reach 
that room. As a private eye operating on the 
tringes of the law, accessing most crime scenes 
will involve a little criminal activity of your 
own. (Get caught, and after taking a beating 
you'll wake up back in your apartment, with a 
fine depending on your current felony level.) 


T he first thing we do, in our pre-alpha 


In the case of Sesay's apartment, we're 
able to get in without any unwanted attention, 
thanks to a handy ventilation shaft. It's worth 
noting, though, that these routes are generated 
along with the rest of the city, so in another 
game we might have to rely on slightly more 
high-profile methods, like picking the lock in 
full view of a security camera or just wholesale 
barging down the door. 

Once inside, you'll find a mix of authored 
and generated clues. The vital breadcrumbs of 
each case — diary entries, letters and emails — 
have all been scripted and, essentially, mail- 


merged to match your own personal mystery. 
But they're really brought to life by the 
dynamic elements surrounding them. 

Among all the other world-building that 
happens during that load time, the game 
simulates 12 hours of history for all its 
inhabitants. “Тһе murder needs to happen, 
basically, before you get there, and all these 
clues need to be set up,” Jefferies says. Every 
citizen has their own routine, and they’ll leave 
behind traces of where they’ve been: receipts 
for a purchased meal, perhaps, or flashes of 
their image on CCT'V. Or fingerprints. 

Scanning Sesay’s home, we find it’s 
covered in one set of prints, which are simple 
enough to confirm as the victim’s own. But on 
the apartment’s safe — empty, unlocked, its 
door swinging open — we find a second set. 
Finding out who these belong to? Well, that 
sounds like detective work. 

At this point, the game presents two 
potential leads to follow. Graphite Enterprises, 
the victim’s place of work, or the canteen 
which — per a crumpled receipt discovered in 
the bin — Sesay visited a few hours before his 


A loading bar spools through 


tasks and weaves an entirely 
new murder mystery for us 


death. Ultimately, the answers that await you 
at these locations will be the same in every 
game — only the names have been changed — 
but you’re free to find your own route to them. 
This is a power we choose to exercise. A 
diary entry mentions a ‘Matias’; a peek at 
Sesay’s address book (this is a thoroughly 
analogue future) furnishes a surname and an 
apartment number. Just one floor down, in the 
same building. Maybe we can crack this case 
without ever stepping out into the streets. 
This might run a little counter to Shadows Of 
Doubt’s intent, but it’s hard to deny the 
perverse thrill of having a city built just for 
you, then choosing to ignore it completely. Ш 


Closed-door 
policy 


The bounty of 
ventilation shafts 
should clue you in to 
Shadows Of Doubt's 
immersive-sim 
credentials. In 
particular, the Deus Ex 
lineage: there are 
sticky notes with 
password reminders, 
emails to read, and 
some of the most 
lovingly-presented 
locked doors we've 
ever bumped up 
against. You can knock, 
try the handle, or 
move your cursor 
down to peer through 
the crack at the 
bottom. Each handle 
has a lock percentage, 
indicating how hard it 
is to pick, and a 
strength value in case 
you decide to apply a 
shoulder to it. And 
some doors are sealed 
with keycodes - 
though we fail to find 
a single one that opens 
to '0451'. These 
procgen algorithms, 
they've got no respect 
for the classics. 


a. a 221 


BR Identify the body 


4 Find time of death 


а 
ТОР Any surface can be put 
under the blacklight with 
your fingerprint scanner. 
ABOVE Now, we're hardly 
CSI experts, but this looks a 
little bit like a murder to us. 
RIGHT Practically everything 
in the game - people, places, 
physical objects, your own 
notes - can be pinned to the 
game's corkboard interface, 
and linked up with string. It's 
an amateur detective's dream 


Certificate L 


1 
r 


ғұ Identify and arrest Charles 
%, = Я а - 
Sesay's killer (optional) 


гу Option I: investigate Graphite 
Enterprises 


£5 Option 2: Investigate The Prince 
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Book 
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Elite 


- Birth 
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Fingerprint 
(MURDERER? 


Paused [F] 


TOP Hop into this diner's back office 
and you'll be able to scrub through 
CCTV footage, dynamically captured 
and presented as a series of stills. 
ABOVE "Crunchers" — Shadows of 
Doubt's term for computers - are an 
example of the retrofuturistic tech 
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Developer/ 
publisher Daniel 
Mullins Games 
Format PC 
Origin Canada 
Release 2021 


INSCRYPTION 
Cards of darkness 


ou are sitting at a candlelit table in a 


wooden cabin. You are playing cards. You 


can't make out your opponent's face in 

the darkness — only its large, hungry eyes and 
the masks it puts on and takes off with 
enormous, leathery fingers. The card game — 
summarised by Inscryption's creator Daniel 
Mullins as *a deck-building Roguelike in the 
vein of Slay The Spire" — sees you lining up 
cards to inflict or block damage, as measured 
by a pair of golden scales. Cards have a blood 
price: more powerful varieties require you to 
sacrifice others for points. Between card 
battles you move a figurine around a dotted 
parchment map. It's not clear what you're 
playing for, but the stakes are obviously high. 

Sometimes other things appear on the 
table. There are knives, skulls and sinister 
goat-heads that seem to affect where cards can 
be placed. There are pop-up altars where you 
can burn a card to pass on key traits — the 
Sparrow, for example, has the ability to bypass 
the enemy row and strike directly at the 
shadows across the table. Sometimes the cards 
whisper things, their snarling animal portraits 
coming alive in your hand. And sometimes — 
after winning a round, perhaps — you are able 
to get up and examine the other objects in the 
cabin: mechanical statues, locked safes and a 
door framed by tempting light. “I’ve called it a 
card-based odyssey,” Mullins observes. 
“Because that cabin is the beginning of an 
adventure that will go places that you won't 
expect. But I will say that it always remains a 
card game, primarily.” 


Inscryption is as spooky and enigmatic a 
concoction as you’d expect from the developer 
of Pony Island, 2016’s diabolically self-aware 
arcade platformer. It delights in hiding games 
within games. The central card game has a 
symbiotic relationship with the escape room- 


style puzzles you'll find dotted around within 
the cabin, for instance. “There’s a progression 
of puzzles that influence the deck-building 
Roguelike — you can think of them a bit like 
the persistent elements that a lot of Roguelikes 
offer, where you can make progress on fronts 
that don’t reset when you lose,” Mullins 
explains. He says the two feed into each other: 
“If you complete certain puzzles, you might 
find a card, but then when you’re playing the 


“That cabin is the beginning of 
an adventure that will go 
places that you won't expect” 


card game, you might notice a detail in the 
cards or game pieces that reveals the solution 
to a cabin puzzle.” These crafty ambient 
touches make up for the complete absence of a 
traditional UI. *There's no lives in the corner. 
Your hand is a physical set of cards, rather than 
an overlay. Because of that restriction, I had to 
make weird decisions about how I represent 
certain information and what information to 
just not have.” 


You can finish Inscryption 
without discovering 
everything in it. “With the 
last few games, I've had such 
a good time watching 
people dig for secrets,” 
Mullins comments. “I want 
to continue that” 


Inscryption's strangest As you move through the card game and 
elements include live-action 


unpick the mechanisms of the cabin, you'll 
sequences of figures waving 
shovels. Your mysterious learn more and more about yourself and your 
opponent seems to own a faceless opponent. “Апа then, without giving 
camera, which might be . . . 
relevant here, though it too much away, there is a pretty big shift that 
looks like an antique happens. And it turns out that the premise I’ve 


described is kind of part one of a three-part 
game," Mullins tells us. 

Like What Remains Of Edith Finch, 
Inscryption is a story told via formal 
experiment, with *completely fresh challenges 
and presentation, new visuals and new 
gameplay components" facing the player at 
each turn. Some of these appear to involve 
other videogames — top-down 2D adventuring 
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LEFT In the earlier game jam 
version, you played animal 
cards while your opponent 
always played cards with 
human figures, paying into 
a grisly final revelation. 
BELOW The deck-building 
element won't rival Slay Тһе 
Spire for depth, Mullins says, 
but "it will still scratch a lot 
of the same itches" 


Cabin fever 


Inscryption is the work 
of many hands, but 
remains one person's 
vision. "Anything 2D, 
like the card portraits 
or textures, | can do, 
but not the 3D 
models," Mullins says. 
"So I've worked with 
contractors, but | don't 
really have them all 
together in a Slack or a 
Discord coordinating." 
As in Pony Island, 
there's a sense the 
antagonist is a game 
designer, struggling to 
stay ahead of an 
unruly player, though 
this doesn't reflect 
Mullins’ mood about 
the project. "I'm more 
confident in this game 
than І have been in any 
game before. I really 
like card games, too, 
which is helpful!" One 


and a shark-fishing sim redolent of noughties 
Flash gaming, for example. These also recall 


Mullins's last game, The Hex, “where there's а recurring collaborator 
surface layer that involves real people, and is composer and sound 
then there's the secondary layer of the designer Jonah Senzel, 


videogame world.” whose aene Mes 
uneasy guitar notes 


Like Pony Island, Inscryption began life in a Wb MOI ae eC Ae 
game jam, and you can still find the old Ludum creaking hinges. 
Dare version Sacrifices Must Be Made on itch.io. 
Just be aware that the formula has mutated a 
fair bit since. “It was dark and moody, and 
some of the basic ideas were there. But maybe 
unlike Pony Island, I think Inscryption has really 
deviated from the original. There are so many 
weird ideas in it now" Ё 
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Developer/ 
publisher Animal 
Uprising 

Format PC 
Origin US 
Release TBA 


WOBBLEDOGS 


A pet management game that's both bright and dark 


s much as we love dogs — which is a 
lot — we don't always feel great about 
what humanity has done to them. 
Specifically, the physical features that make 
dogs' lives harder than they need to be. The 
brachycephalic wheezing caused by those 
adorably squashed pug faces; hip dysplasia in 
larger breeds; the assorted spinal complaints of 
the dachshund — all intentionally bred in the 
pursuit of ‘pedigree’ 

Which is a rather heavy thing to be thinking 
about while playing a pet management game 
starring pups that look as though they’ve been 


assembled out of pink erasers and the contents 
of a school tuck shop. But Wobbledogs’ gooey 
surface conceals a sharper edge. “I am not 
super-interested in making, like, very edgy 
dark stuff,’ designer Tom Astle says. “But that 
kind of subversion does really interest me. 
Getting people’s defences down a little and 
then pushing them with something they might 
not have expected.” 

A former gameplay engineer on The Sims 4, 
Astle’s first release after going independent was 
Animal Inspector: a colourful Papers, Please-alike 
about shuffling through pet profiles — complete 
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TOP LEFT Multiple eyes are 
just the beginning of the 
mutations you can 
encounter - successful 
locomotion becomes even 
more of a challenge when 
your dog has eight legs. 
ABOVE Astle is planning for 
Wobbledogs to spend around 
a year in Early Access. “I feel 
fairly good about where the 
base game is right now, but 
| think it just needs more 
stuff to do," he says 


Gut flora can interact with 
each other — one strain has a 
chance of boosting the 
mutation effects of any 
other flora it collides with 


with real photos — and deciding which should 
be exterminated. “Wobbledogs is not as dark as 
Animal Inspector,’ Astle says — but it's not 
entirely fluffy, either. 

The dogs of the title — well, “this made-up 
species of animal that I call dogs?" Astle 
specifies, for reasons that will soon become 
apparent — are physically simulated, in an 
intentionally clumsy way that means they can 
rarely take more than a few steps without 
tumbling onto their side. And that's before the 
mutation and cross-breeding starts. 

At each phase of growth, a dog will retreat 
into a cocoon and undergo a randomised 
metamorphosis. Body parts might change 
colour, get longer or shorter, or entirely new 
ones might pop into existence. Some of these 
properties, Astle notes, *like size and number 
of legs’, are completely unbounded. “It can get 
pretty wild.” 

Each mutation is based on the contents of 
the dog’s gut, with an ecosystem of flora 
obtained from their food intake. Astle describes 
it as “like a second-degree crafting system for 
your dogs”, where the random elements mean 


Buster's Gut 


eo i 
n ee i тры Е. 


т Coreidn Noutralin 


Flora Effects 
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LEFT Rooms can be linked by 
pipes, which suck in your 
pups if they get too close and 
spit them out, often with 
hilariously chaotic results 


you’re never quite sure of the relationship 
between cause and effect. But with experience, 
it is possible to shape your litter of mutants — 
especially as you start to breed them. 

Pick two adult dogs and you'll be taken to а 
simulation, like one of those apps that shows 
you the algorithmic offspring of any given 
couple. You can pick one from a batch of 
potential pups or, if you're not happy with the 
outcome, choose two to crossbreed. This is 
your chance to counterbalance any unwanted 
features that have cropped up in the current 
generation — or, if you prefer, explore the 
outer fringes of what a ‘dog’ can look like. 

*Creating the more monstrous or alien- 
looking dogs, it's always funny,’ Astle says. But 
there are consequences to reckless breeding. 
“Not all of them are great at taking care of 
themselves. As you keep pushing things 
further, a lot of time the side-effects are... well, 
the physics system just can't actually keep this 
dog alive.” Which is how — faced with а 
double-kneed dog's futile efforts to reach the 


“Limbs might change colour, 
get longer or shorter, or new 
ones might pop into existence" 


food pellet we’ve dropped in front of their 
nose — we start thinking darker thoughts. 
“The more crazy they get, the more 
micromanaging you have to do, and that’s 
intentional. But an average dog, or more 
intelligently crafted dog, should be able to 
subsist on its own.” Meanwhile, we resort to 
flinging the dog towards a pile of pellets, hoping 
its mouth will catch on something nutritious. 
“I want that to feel like it’s the player's fault, I 
guess. Like it was a decision that you made, to 
create a dog that can't really keep itself alive.” 
Whether this is a comment on breeding 
culture, Astle doesn't say, but we can't help but 
feel that the evidence — flat on its back, 
struggling to stay alive — speaks for itself. ІШ 
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Sim-ilar lines 


Wobbledogs is an 
unusual title, but 
Astle names various 
reference points: 
Sonic Adventure's 
Chao Gardens, the 
Petz and Creatures 
games, the humble 
Tamagotchi. "I should 
mention The Sims as 
well, having worked 
on that series." It 
wasn't his intent to 
make a Sims-like 
game, but the 
influence is clear. The 
dogs have needs 
meters, and the game 
is broken up into 
three modes: live play, 
paused design and 
build. But the biggest 
link is in how quickly 
the game gets out of 
the player's way and 
lets them decide how 
to approach it. "One 
of the things | took 
away from my time 
on The Sims is that 
they really stressed 
there are different 
types of players who 
engage with that 
game. People want 
different things out of 
experiences like this." 
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ROUND-UP 


MASK OF THE ROSE 


Developer/publisher Failbetter Games Format TBA Origin UK Release 2022 


The latest game in the Fallen London universe is also its first: a prequel to Sunless Skies and the 2.5-million-word browser game 
that birthed Failbetter. Set shortly after the capital's retreat underground, Mask Of The Rose casts you as a lodger in a boarding 
house where not every neighbour is human. And while previous games have focused on the collection of objects - albeit rather 
abstract items like souls or secrets — this one is an interpersonal story about adjusting, alongside your flatmates, to a world 
that's been suddenly flooded with darkness. Relatable for all of us, then. A Kickstarter campaign is coming in February. 
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THE GOOD LIFE 


Developer White Owls Inc. Publisher The Irregular Corporation Format PC, PS4, Switch, 
Xbox One Origin Japan Release Summer 


The Good Life now has its own Steam page, which is a significant development for a game that 
has failed crowdfunding campaigns on both Fig and Kickstarter since its announcement in 
2017. Better still, this idiosyncratic story of a rural English town where the residents turn into 
cats and dogs at night has attracted an English publisher — a fact that game director Swery is 
thrilled about. We'll push Her Maj for a knighthood for him if it turns out well. 


A ROGUE ESCAPE 


Developer Spare Parts Oasis Publisher Armor Games Studios 
Format Oculus, SteamVR Origin Italy Release 2021 


The problem with stealing a giant mech from an elite class of 
aliens is that you're in no position to ask for an instruction 
manual. Only by yanking levers and pushing buttons will you 
master the functionality of the mysterious machine, which has 
all the aesthetic appeal and legroom of a diving bell. 


HELL IS OTHERS 


Developer Strelka Games, Yonder Publisher Strelka Games 
Format PC Origin Italy Release TBA 
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An economy literally fuelled by blood feels а little on the nose 
right now, but perhaps we'll eventually feel brave enough to 
visit Century City. There we'll compete with an intriguing mix 
of Al and human enemies to collect enough claret to feed our 
collection of — deeply, dangerously - carnivorous plants. 


KINGPIN: RELOADED 


Developer Slipgate Ironworks Publisher 3D Realms, Interplay 
Format PC Origin Denmark Release 2021 


The remaster of 1999's g-funk shooter has been delayed, and 
with good reason: the source code for the original game no 
longer exists, and so the team is reverse-engineering its engine, 
"essentially recreating the missing sources from scratch". It'll 
be worth it, they say, to recapture Kingpin's unique feel. 
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VIDEOGAME CULTURE, DEVELOPMENT, PEOPLE AND TECHNOLOGY 


Kingdom Come 


The Edge Awards 


The Making Of... 
Tangle Tower 


Studio Profile: 
Nodding Heads Games 


^w Time Extend: 
SN NN Watch Dogs 2 


Game Hollow Knight: Silksong 
Developer/publisher Team Cherry 
Format PC, Switch 

Release TBA 


Exploring Hollow Knight: Silksong, 
Team Cherry's sharply refined 
sequel to a modern classic 
Bv JEN SiMPKINS 


he world is terrifying, and beautiful. In 
mossy, humid groves, glowing spores 
sway in the air; winged beetles perch on 
the walls like razor-mawed parrots, 
suckling moisture out of the lichen. 
Lakes of lava bubble thickly below an 
old town built of bone. Our footsteps 
ring out across a chamber lined with 
the husks of ancient bells — at the end 
of it, we spy an unfortunate creature 
struggling in a silk cocoon, keening 
softly. Eventually, we find the means to 
free it. And then it pounces. 


Gibson says they've perhaps leant slightly more into detailing combat over platforming, due to heavy Hornet's 
reduced "hang time" in the air, and her natural huntress proficiencies — but we see Pellen navigate tricky 
crumbling platforms in our demo, and the ones pictured look as though they may move as part of a mechanism 


To enter into Team Cherry's 
twisting worlds is to enter into a kind 
of dance. A dangerous one: you might 
put your best foot forward, only to have 
it gleefully bitten off. And therein lies 
the thrill. Тһе sharpest warriors quickly 
learn to accommodate a Hollow Knight 
world as an unpredictable partner, 
whose fickle moods and sense of 
humour make it feel as if it's alive — 


watching your every move with quiet 
interest, and preparing its response. 

This much is certain: Ari Gibson 
and William Pellen are modern 
masters of worldbuilding. The 2017 
release of the now-cult hit Hollow 
Knight — a Metroidvania that cast you 
as a tiny masked bug burrowing down 
into a subterranean labyrinth of hidden 
curiosities, unlikely friends and 
unforgettable showdowns — very much 
suggested it. And, from everything 
we've seen of Hollow Knight: Silksong so 
far, the sequel is set to confirm it. New 
location Pharloom is a ballroom of 
possibility, and already looks to be even 
more sophisticated than Hollow 
Knight's Hallownest. 

This is a kingdom ruled by — what 
else? — silk and song, where weary 
pilgrims journey to their destination 
carrying bundles of the precious thread, 
and gates are opened through paying 
melodic tributes (even the language of 
this world, scrawled on stone tablets, is 
designed to look like musical notation). 
And this time, you're on your way up, 
up, up to a shining Citadel at the very 
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IS MAINLY А REFLECTION OF 


"THE CORE 
HORNET: 


OF THE WORLD 
HER FIGHTING 


IS SO FAST... 


THAT IT CHANGES 


THE WAY ENEMIES NEED TO BE DESIGNED" 


Team Cherry's co-directors, from left: artist and 
animator Ari Gibson; game designer William Pellen 


Gibson and Pellen have always let 
themselves be naturally guided by the 
worlds they build, almost discovering 
them as they go: as we have discussed 
in Edge before, their preferred method 
of development is a kind of controlled 
scope creep, with new areas and 
concepts unfurling out of others to 
create a place that feels as if it's grown 
organically. “The way we approach these 
games,” Gibson says, “is that they are 
just a web of ideas, and notions, that all 
pass through this filter of bugs, and 
caves, and ruined civilisations and 
whatnot.” Pellen adds: “With 
destinations that we’re comfortable 
with not knowing what they are for a 
while — just building up or down to 
them.” Gibson nods, and he’s talking 
about himself and Pellen when he says: 
“The really interesting things are the 
things you sort of discover along the 
way.” But in an unexpected twist for 
Team Cherry, Pharloom’s sense of 
grandeur and scale, and the idea of 
upward momentum, came from Hornet. 
Yes, it turns out that dance between the 
adventurer and the world extends to 
development, too. “Hornet being taller 
changes everything’, Pellen tells us. 


ARI GIBSON 
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REAPER 


hunter, princess-protector of 
Hallownest and scourge of Hollow 
Knight newcomers — was a stretch goal 
on the Kickstarter campaign. But when 
the time came to sit down and hash out 
exactly what this add-on adventure 
would look like, even before the release 
of Hollow Knight, Team Cherry soon 
realised that they would be making a 
second game, and a new world. While 
the claustrophobic Hallownest suited 
the diminutive Knight down to the 
ground, the bigger, weightier Hornet 
would feel much too constrained in it. 
“Hornet can travel so much faster, she 
can jump higher, she can mantle or 
clamber onto ledges, she's generally 
more acrobatic,” Gibson says. “So the 
caves around her have to expand to 
accommodate her height.” And so does 
everything else: the complexity of her 

| scale of t. -111 


Straight Pin 
12/12 


Light throwing tool, designed for 
quick, rapid attacks, 


of Hornet: her fighting is so fast, and 
she’s so competent, that it changes the 
way enemies need to be designed, and 
her nature as a character is echoed in 
the way the world is set up.” 

These points quickly become 
evident as Pellen skips Hornet about 
the lower reaches of Pharloom, leaping 
elegantly between ledges (and showing 
off, cancelling out of mantling 
animations to gain height faster with 
acrobatic jump-spins). Unlike the 
purely ephemeral, god-created Knight, 
Gibson reminds us, Hornet is also half- 
bug. “And what that means is — and this 
perhaps happened automatically just 
through development — she’s much 
more physical, and the world as a result 
is more physical. So there are less glowy 
orb things, and magic bursts of light, 
and ma 
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"Magic is a more distant thing in Pharloom," Pellen tells us. But there are still curious things happening: the pilgrims appear їо be engaging іп some cult-like behaviour 
in transporting silk to the top of the kingdom - even attacking each other along the way, опе NPC tells us. And music has real power: here, Hornet serenades a friend 


residents know how dangerous Hornet 
is, then, and are determined to be 
dangerous right back. *One thing that 
did seem to happen is that in Hollow 
Knight, you could essentially create a 
Goomba from Mario, and it was very 
acceptable," Gibson says. *It fit within 
the complexity of that game. And this 
game... it doesn't seem to allow 
Goombas to quite the same degree. 
There's some level of intelligence even 
іп a “Соогпра” 

Pellen agrees, noting that the most 
complex non-boss enemies in the first 
game tended to be the more humanoid 
bugs — the sword-and-shield guardians 
in the City Of Tears spring to mind, 
enemies that can block attacks from 
multiple angles and have more 
sophisticated movement patterns. 
“Yeah,” Pellen says, “even those were 
quite simple — anc alia ter at 


wall and just turn around and you’d be 
like, “Well, that’s fine, it's a videogame’ 
But the characters in this game, they're 
kind of one step beyond that, where it 
doesn't quite feel right for them to be 
that simple. Like, they have to have 
surprising ways of chasing you, keeping 
up with you, or evading your attacks.” 
(Or, indeed, of appearing to interact 
with the environment: we spot the 
occasional beetle flying around with a 
useful glowing Mossberry item 
clutched in its mandibles.) 


We note with interest one such 

‘Goomba-plus’ in the starting area with 
a clever trick: it's able to disguise itself 
as a discarded skull before popping out 
to scuttle around, almost like a hermit 
crab, and pose a threat — but r 


first game's Moss Charger, only with 
more legs — except it accelerates as it 
goes, making its patterns harder to 
predict. They're the sort of cannier, 
scarier foes you don't see anywhere in 
the first game's starting area, a 
carefully designed, but slightly bland, 
tutorial circuit that teaches you the 
basics of exploring and fighting before 
handing you a fireball power that opens 
up the rest of the world. *It's almost a 
little bit sedate, and I think that can 
dissuade some players,” Gibson says, 
“but lots and lots of systems are 
introduced.” The unique map system, 
for instance, which has you exploring 
to find a map vendor for a rough sketch 
of the area t 
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“YOU SPEND MORE TIME EITHER AT FULL HEALTH OR 
ALMOST DEAD, AND THE GAMEPLAY IS KIND OF 
SNAPPING BETWEEN THESE STATES" 
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On the right, foes wait to snip Hornet out of the sky. She's carrying a boomerang-type tool, which can be thrown regularly but will also change trajectory. when hit in 
certain ways. There are many 'sub-reactions' programmed into different weapons "to keep them interesting and give you that extra bit of mastery," Gibson says 


Pellen adds: “In Silksong, I think 
we're following a similar trend where 
we try and set the pace, and allow 
people to get acclimated to all of those 
systems again, and new systems that are 
unique to Hornet." 

The surroundings are immediately 
more varied, however, starting you off 
in the emerald Moss Grotto before 


and for three masks rather than one. 
It's a decision that makes healing 
much more part of the flow of battle, 
where Bind becomes just another beat 
in the dance and is dictated by the 
player, rather than Team Cherry having 
your opponent obviously double over 
and wheeze for a bit. (Although we do 
have that as well, on bosses!" Gibson 


the sequel's development — which plays 
host to your hub town of Bonebottom, 
as well as a curious bell-lined tunnel 
that appears to be named The Marrow. 
The pace is a little brisker. Many early 
enemies (and falling hazards) now deal 
two hits to the segmented health bar. 
It's a balancing decision, mainly, given 
that Hornet can heal (via Bind, a core 


funnelling you through the lava-moated 
‘boneforest’ area — cut from the first 
game, and the initial starting point for 
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ability that uses the silk she gathers by 
striking enemies to bandage wounds) 
slightly more quickly than the Knight, 


laughs; we breathe a sigh of relief, as he 
explains its use as a method of showing 
players how far they are through fights, 
and to help tell compelling stories — 

players of the first game will remember 
one particularly heartstopping е : 


F" g 
E 


This is a simpler form of rest bench, but we're shown a 'holy bench' surrounded by bells. It rises out of the floor automatically when approached, and you're able to 
string up rosary bead currency at a built-in station. These save spots - inspired by Castlevania and Metroid's save rooms - have always been a chance for Team Cherry 


to play with player expectations. But it can never stop at just "one impressive bench," Gibson says: 


o Team Cherry is not out to make a 
more difficult sequel, then: they're 
hoping for it to be a ^comparable" test 
of skill to Hollow Knight, Pellen says, 
while Gibson explains that starting 
with the clean slate of an entirely new 
kingdom with its own lore and new 
characters is another way in which 
Silksong is designed to be “a perfect 
jumping-on point for new players. 
We're trying to be really, really mindful 
that we want this to be a game that new 
people can come into, and experience as 
their first Hollow Knight game — that it 
sits alongside the original game, and the 
difficulty also sits alongside the game 
in that way.” 

And so handy Hornet has her own 
more narratively apt version of charms, 
called tools, with which she’s able to 
supplement her combat abilities. These 
are crafted or replenished at benches 
(Hollow Knight’s checkpointing system 
of choice, which delights in popping up 
in unexpected places or tripping up 
players with cheeky tricks — something 
which will very much continue in 
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or when struck with a weapon; the 
throwable Straight Pins function like 
kunai, dealing speedy attacks from a 
distance. Тһе latter can even be 
modified to become Tri-Pins, letting 
her throw three at once. Hornet will 
learn these useful tools and their 
modifications from the residents of 
Pharloom, Gibson tells us: “Part of the 
fun of her toolset, particularly her 
offensive toolset, is that Hornet can 
develop new tools based on the stuff 
that she encounters in the world.” You 
might meet an enemy throwing a pin at 


"Unsurprisingly, we ended up with, like, 100 different benches" 


you like a javelin, for instance, and 
Hornet will pick up on the idea for 
herself — even adding a personal touch. 
“АП of Hornet's versions of those tools 
get a little bit of her style, which is why 
Hornet's [version of that pin] has a 
little red rope around it,” Gibson smiles. 

In true Team Cherry fashion, such 
small details tell us so much about the 
way this world functions — and in the 
sequel, who this character is and how 
she thinks. If the Knight was very much 
a blank avatar (an idea covered in the 
first game's lore), then Hornet is a 
strong personality, a clear role to be 
played. She speaks, for one thing. *She's 
able to express her aims and intentions 
and stuff,” Pellen says, “which then 
means that you can't really hide her 
intentions or objective from the player. 
So there's still heaps of mystery, but the 
player will really quickly — even if you 
haven't played Hollow Knight — get a 
basic idea of who Hornet is, her 
attitude, and her starting goals." 

Both veteran players and 
newcomers, Team Cherry hopes, will be 
compelled to discover more about this 
strange little creature, who alongside 
the many PHARES of Pharloom — the 


"THERE ARE MANY OTHER LANDS... 
MUCH WE WANT TO SAY OTHER THAN 
VARIETY OF STRANGE PLACES THAT 


beyond, potentially. “We’re certainly 
trying to deliver on that being as much 
of a spectacle as you would hope;" 
Gibson says. *Between that, there are 
many other lands..." He laughs, then 
begins again: “I’m not sure how much 
we want to say other than there's a 
variety of strange places that you get to 
go to. There's a really great Castlevania 
game called Castlevania: Lords of 
Shadow — it has some flaws, but what it 
does really, really well is it has a real 
journey to get to the castle, and then a 
really great experience in that castle 
when you get there. And as a result, it 
really feels like an epic adventure. I 
hope we can deliver some of that feeling 
with Silksong.” Suffice it to say that 
there’s more to explore once we make it 
to the ‘top’? then? “Yeah,” Pellen says. 
“The initial hook is to get to the Citadel, 
which is at the top of the world. And 
then, you know, the next thing players 
might be presented with is, ‘Get to the 
top of the Citadel" Gibson interjects — 
“You’re saying too much!” — and Pellen 
laughs, “Is that too much?” 


Team Cherry trades on mystery 


and discovery, and so naturally it is 
reluctant to give too much away — 
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On our adventures around Pharloom, we spot one gatherer-type bug with something 
unexpected in its clutches: a distressed flea. They function much like the first game's 
paos; although instead of being trapped in jars, “these fleas have gotten themselves 
— they're more complicated than the grubs, in that they've got 

ys of being in trouble." Once we've rescued the puppyish little 
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although within these hallowed pages 
you'll see a glimpse of some enemies 
inside the Citadel, where some of the 
game's most intelligent patrolling 
grunts reside. It's there where Team 
Cherry is really able to *fully explore 
the use of silk by not just Hornet, but 
also her foes”, Gibson says. We can’t 
help but think, for instance, that those 
late-game enemies holding gigantic 
pairs of scissors are going to spell 
disaster for our girl's grappling ability, 
which can be performed at a smaller 
cost to the same spool of silk that 
allows you to heal: having our 
movement abilities shut down after 
we've grown accustomed to zipping 
about the place is a horrifying prospect. 

Still, there are more ways than ever 
to deal with this smarter, sharper world 
and its protectors. At benches, much 
like players of the first game might alter 
their charm loadout to deal with certain 
situations (adding an automatic shield 
for bosses who spit projectiles, perhaps, 
or equipping something that will 
automatically hoover up Geo currency 
while exploring), you’re able to change 
up your playstyle even more completely, 
this time with a single press of a button 
if you so choose. Hornet’s Crests are 
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customisable, themed loadouts: the 
three-slotted Wanderer is the one 
Pellen is using in the early game save, 
with each coloured slot able to hold one 
particular category of tool, but a Reaper 
Crest might have six slots for you to 
deck out. Well, bling out, perhaps. 
“Unlike the charms, which had this 
vague sense of socketing into the 
Knight's shell in some sort of creepy 
way,” Gibson says, as Pellen uses Rosary 
Beads to purchase a necklace from a 
shop in Bonebottom that will allow him 
to collect more Shell Shards from 
creatures, “[Crests] are more along this 
line of pendants, and necklaces, and 
brooches, and bracelets, and things that 
have some evidence of being wearable.” 
Pellen jokes: *It's cool, it means we can 
get fan art of Hornet wearing 
everything." To which Gibson deadpans: 
“We’ll do it if no one else does.” 

Again, they're keen not to say too 
much, preferring that the finer details 
of Crests are revealed to players along 
the journey through Pharloom. But 
Gibson is comfortable sharing just a 
little more: * You'll see the HUD frame 
is a different shape, specifically the 
backing, and then those backings are 
sort of interactive relative to the p 


Environments аге much more detailed, retreating deeper backwards into the dark and reacting to Hornet's influence. In one area, rosaries dangling from the ceiling 
sway as you brush past, beads scattering if hit; in another, cables stretched between cogs wobble convincingly. Having a dedicated programmer has worked wonders 


Crest that you're using. So your attacks 
will change, and your healing can be 
modified and whatnot — but they also 
have functions to them.’ What exactly 
those functions are, he will not be led 
on. But the flexibility of Hornet’s 
movesets is astounding already. “And so 
suddenly, because of that, you can play 
a game that is as long as Hollow Knight 
or potentially longer. The core gameplay 


experience really modifies much more 
significantly than the Knight’s ever did.” 
The ability to express herself through 
the flexibility of her combat is a 
fascinating insight into Hornet’s 
malleable nature — an energy that 
Pharloom, with its traps and webs, feels 
designed to try to suppress. And the 
idea of Crests she can try on, almost as 
identities from past lives, perhaps 


implies the idea of her getting in touch 
with her lineage. For all that Hornet 
appears to be an outsider, we get the 
strange feeling that her mastery of silk 
also suggests a kind of homecoming. 
Indeed, she’s soon making herself 
known to the friendlier inhabitants of 
Pharloom through a spot of community 
work. Hornet, as a much more aware 
and communicative character than the 
Knight, has the ability to undertake a 
variety of tasks for NPCs. While the 
Knight certainly did its fair share of 
busywork, Hornet’s tasks are presented 
in a more organised fashion: you can 
keep track of the ones you’ve accepted 
via noticeboards scattered about the 
world, the first one we encounter being 
in Bonebottom. Team Cherry is keen to 
stress that these are in addition to the 
more organically unfolding quest lines 
of the first game, rather than instead of 
them. “You’re still encountering people 
in unexpected places, and there’s stuff 
that you might miss and encounters 
that might shake Ie 


KINGDOM COME 


On the left, Hornet throwing a charmingly customised Pharloom pin. Eagle-eyed readers will notice a drill-shaped tool is equipped; this appears to be different from 
another drill attack that Hornet can perform with her body, where "she becomes something like a spinning top, and descends towards enemies," Gibson says 


related to helping the residents in 
seeing changes and evolution to the 
spaces that you inhabit.” Pellen adds: 
“There’s more of that stuff happening 
this time — it's quite a complex world.” 
They vary in type, too: a ‘Hunt’ task 
seems to suggest a combat challenge of 
some kind, while ‘Wayfarer’ quests 
imply there's a secret location of some 
kind to be found out in the world. On 
those, we are merely supposing — but 
the clearest task type yet appears to be 
‘Gather? as one particular request 
involves rounding up those Mossberries 
we've seen around the kingdom and 
bringing them to the Druid of the Moss 
Temple. We find this curious bug in the 
Overgrown Village of the starting area, 
stirring a cauldron with a staff with a 
small bell (of some significance, we're 
told, in addition to its ringing providing 
an audible clue as to where the 
character might be relative to you) 
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Hollow Knight composer Christopher Larkin returns with a typically atmospheric score 
for Silksong — heavily based on string instruments, naturally. You can head to bene 
for a sample of the wonderfully frantic accompaniment to the boss fic 
Hornet's rival, Lace. "There' s a really funny proc : 


attached to it. Their pot is full of a 
glowing, distinctly Mossberry-green 
liquid — perhaps they'll be willing to 
share once you have completed their 
request? In any case, Pellen isn't waiting 
around to find out, although Hornet 
swimming around in the cauldron 
doesn't last long before she loses a 
chunk of health and respawns next to it. 


Elsewhere, another trail of 
evidence leads to Silksong’s resident 
cartographer, much as it did in the first 
game. A series of golden rings juts out 
from a cavern floor, embedded in the 
ground: Pellen takes especial delight in 
showing how, in this far more reactive 
world, they jump out and roll when 
struck with your weapon, and may even 
eventually fall over — something Team 
Cherry programmer Jack Vine has 
worked hard to implement, we're told. 
“That is, like, one of the best things in 


the game," Gibson says with relish, as 
Pellen juggles one in the air with 
Hornet's needle. “You can probably tell, 
but a lot of the big game stuff that we 
make 15 really just so we have an excuse 
to do stuff like this — like, make nice 
little details." We are distracted by the 
character who lies in wait at the end of 
it, whose war cry shakes the very 
screen, and prepare to see a boss fight — 
but it's a classic Team Cherry trick. 
This is Shakra — wearing some gold 
bangles that now explain that trail of 
rings. Although this warrior is fierce 
(and you may find yourself clashing 
with her at a later juncture) she is a 
friend, sharing what knowledge she has 
acquired of Pharloom's layout and 
helping Hornet to map it out. 

To know Pharloom, after all, is to 
know Hornet — and indeed your own 
limits — a little better. And we see 
plenty worth knowing. The huge » 


qr „ОМО. esse 


"PART OF WHAT HORNET’S DOING 
TRADITIONAL STRENGTH ... 
WHAT'S LEFT OF THEM, ARE HELPING HER RESTORE 


chasm running through the entire Moss 
Grotto that Hornet falls into at the start 
of the game, around which paths loop 
and branch off. A towering gate 
guarding a shortcut, in front of which a 
determined pilgrim named Sherma 
sweetly clangs two items together as a 
musical plea to pass through; once we 
have made our way to the other side 
and hit the lever to open it, of course, 
he is delighted that all his hard work 
has finally paid off. And just a short 
while later, we discover a handy lift that 
lowers us all the way back down to the 
little town of Bonebottom — once we've 
picked up our first key ability, of course. 
A series of levers opens a chamber 
featuring the mysterious cocoon of a 
Weaver (Hallownest's spider tribe). 
“Part of what's Hornet's doing is she's 
lost her traditional strength because of 
the time spent bound in this cage you 
saw in the introduction,” Gibson says, 
“Апа she's sort of restoring it, and the 
Weavers — or what remains of them in 
this land — are helping her.” Silk Spear 
gives us a superpowered forward lunge 
that uses part of Hornet's silk supply — 
and can cut through sticky web barriers. 
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We know exactly where to go next, 
then, looping down through the town 
and across back to The Marrow, where 
we've previously spotted a creature 
crying out in distress. A huge, 
armadillo-like bug struggles in a silken 
trap: this, we are fairly sure, will be our 
main method of fast travel about the 
world, much like the giant rideable stag 
beetle of the first game (indeed, we spot 
at least one telltale cavern around the 
tunnels that reminds us of a Stagway). 
We're finally able to cut away the 


WORLDS 


With development on Silksong starting even before the release of Hollow Knight, there's 
been very little time for the devs to stop and take stock of things. Does Team Cherry plan 
to take a break after the release of Silksong? "Well, we have that non-Hollow Knight 
game that is due to be made," Gibson says. "It's been left to lapse, which is just fine. But 
| think we're both excited to jump into that." We're intrigued: when did development 
begin on this? "They're just documents that get expanded as each new idea comes in," 
Gibson says. "So they're good in a way, because once the document exists, every month 
or few months, it gets slowly added to in the background." The new game is currently 
one shared Google Doc, and will play to their recognised strengths: "Making a game 
that's not Hollow Knight, it's not that different: they're just, like, big worlds that we can 
run around in, and meet new characters, and go on adventures. The theme migh a 
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offending articles, and at first we think 
it's wagging its tail with gratitude. 
That's before it lets out an angry roar, 
and charges at Hornet: Pellen lands 
quick air-strikes with the needle as it 
sprints back and forth across the 
screen. “Апа this guy — this girl, 

sorry — does two points of damage as 
well," Pellen says. The Bell Beast 
burrows into the bells lining the floor of 
the cavern, then bursts up through in 
another spot, jingling metal flying 
everywhere as Pellen neatly sidesteps 
the creature. In the next phase — 
despite having played this a number of 
times recently for our demo — Pellen is 
caught on the hop at least once or twice 
by the extra-large bells falling from the 
ceiling, summoned by the Bell Beast 
with each attack. ^This is almost your 
exam fight to get out into the real wide 
world,” Gibson says, as Pellen finally 
bests the beast. And to our surprise, it's 
not staying to chat: it's off, presumably 
to be tamed another time. 

And so out into the world we go — 
after Pellen wakes up one of a number 
of structures of particular importance 
in Silksong, a gigantic bell. It plays a 
haunting melody of four notes — E, F#, 
G, E — and Pellen shows off its weighty 
reactiveness after it finishes opening up 
the gate to the next area, striking it 
with a satisfying ‘gonk’ as it sways 
slightly. Hornet steps out onto a bridge: 
there’s a view down to a place we’ve 
travelled through before, where we met 
Shakra on the way back to Bonebottom. 
Up ahead of us is an entirely unexplored 
area, another step on the climb to the 
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A year unlike any we've experienced — 
and hopetully will ever experience again 
— all but demands a fresh approach to 
handing out awards. The idea came as we 
gathered together for our annual 
argument, this time via video conference, 
to thrash out a top ten. With tempers 
naturally a little frayed, picking out an 
order resulted in even more heated 
debate than usual. Then came a moment 
of exasperation followed immediately by 
a sudden, collective epiphany. It is a 
minor miracle that anything came out 
this year. To attempt to rank anything 
under such circumstances felt, well, a 


little uncharitable. 
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— our ЕСІН or built the ost 
enveloping escapes from it. There's a 
strong indie focus, of course — reflecting : 
the fact that smaller studios could still 
operate relatively efficiently, but also the 
seemingly bottomless creativity of the 
current scene. But we've left room for 
one or two blockbusters besides — and, 
of course, for a sideways look at the year 
in our Alternative Awards. After all, in a 
year this chaotic, some routines are 
worth sticking to. 
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Turns out they can come true, after all. Media Molecule’s 
astonishing toolkit is a giant leap for this small studio, 
elevating its ‘play, create, share’ ethos to unprecedented 
new levels. Little wonder, then, that it's taken an entire 
console generation to come to fruition, arriving at the 
end of the PS4 era to deliver a vision that promises to 
last throughout PS5's lifetime, too. And, who knows, 
perhaps even beyond that - this incredible piece of 
software has the potential to transcend hardware cycles, 
spearheading a new generation of creators across 
a huge range of disciplines. 

Dreams works its magic by gamifying the creative 
process. It offers fun, tangible rewards for each player to 
personalise their созу Homespace, alongside the less 
obvious ones we learn via osmosis: through each 
playfully conceived lesson, we gain greater insight and 
understanding of how interactive art comes to be. In the 
quixotic Art's Dream, it presents a dazzling two-hour 
showreel of what those tools can do. Some of it might at 


first seem elusive to recreate — and yet just enough feels 
within reach of those with the patience and will to put 
their ideas into practice. 

We shouldn't forget the assistance it gives, either: 
Dreams resists blank canvas syndrome by actively 
encouraging collaboration, freely offering access to the 
work of your fellow dreamers to inspire, borrow or 
remix. And in keeping with its publisher's own mission 
statement, it's for the players, too: its thoughtfully curated 
front end lets you find something in just about every 
genre you can think of. 

It is, then, both a pioneering platform and a global 
artists’ collective, welcoming budding designers, 
sculptors and musicians to realise and grow their talents 
together. And it undoubtedly has a bright future ahead, 
because it taps into something timeless and universal. 
Through play and creation, it encourages us to ignite that 
spark of imagination that lives within us — so that we 
might all one day share our Dreams with the world. 


Developer Media Molecule Publisher SIE Format PS4 
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Developer/publisher Supergiant Games Format PC, Switch 


The magic of Supergiant's greatest game is that, despite 
dying over and over again as you attempt to fight your 
way out of Hell, you never feel stuck in a loop. Make no 
mistake: a good videogame loop is a brilliant thing, 
a carousel designed to keep you engaged and entertained. 
It's precisely what Roguelikes are built on. The very best 
disguise it. Yet Hades goes one step further — it makes 
the loop mean something. 

Zagreus, prince of the Underworld, sets about his quest 
of self-discovery with a frequently comedic stubbornness. 
He’s compelled to defy his father and reach the surface by 
any means necessary: pummelled by club-carrying louts 
and lasered by angry crystals, turned to stone by Medusa 
heads and poisoned by gigantic vermin, bullied by bosses 
and inevitably developing a fear of butterflies. Fortunately, 
you have a choice of varied and vicious weapons - and 
a suite of endlessly combinable powers, bestowed upon 
you by a memorable cast of Olympians who want to see 
their distant relative succeed. 

The genius of it all is that characters constantly comment 
on every choice you make and twist of fate you face: the 
fact that you've picked up a gun instead of a sword this 
run, which enemy you succumbed to on the last. There’s 
a back-and-forth to relationships that pushes you in certain 
directions, and reacts when you push back. And so no two 
runs feel alike: rather, the sense is of a journey with an 
ever-present feeling of progress, roadblocks be damned. 
And, eventually, Supergiant reveals its ace: a narrative 
hook that is so universal as to be irresistible. Suddenly, the 
prospect of several more goes around makes a beautiful 
kind of sense. And so we drag ourselves out of the Styx 
once more, hearts full to bursting, knowing that Hades is 
revolutionary in the most extreme sense of the word. Yes, 
things come around - but on rare occasions, we see old 
ways transform, and what once seemed a closed loop 
opening out into something else altogether. 
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The latest version of Nintendo’s gentle life sim will forever 
be inextricably bound to 2020. Already one of Switch’s 
most-anticipated games, its delay brought it into the 
world at what could be described as both the worst 
possible time and the best. As Covid’s spread forced us 
to self-isolate and locked us away from the outside world, 
here was a peaceful sanctuary: a glimpse of a fairer, 
happier place, free from real-world anxieties. Games are 
about more than just escapism, of course, but New 
Horizons delivered the ultimate getaway precisely at the 
moment we all needed it most. 

At times, it almost feels as if Nintendo somehow knew 
what we were in for. New Horizons gave players a 
sense of structure and routine at a chaotic time. Its fresh 
focus on DIY let players find joy іп minor 
accomplishments, foraging ingredients to craft furniture 
and build a cosy haven while cooped up at home. And 


though its online multiplayer is a bit of a mess, with too 
many hoops to jump through — and welcomes to sit 
through — if you wanted to meet up with a larger group, 
it still felt essential: a way to close that social distance 
and hang out with friends and family. 

So yes, it lacks some of the features and special 
characters of New leaf - although free updates 
throughout the year have added new items, visitors and 
events to keep us coming back. But even if this isn’t the 
best Animal Crossing to date, for many people it will be 
the most important. There is something wonderfully 
serendipitous about it all: that а series originally 
designed to reflect the loneliness of being isolated from 
loved ones should help bring millions of people around 
the world together. ‘The game we need right now’ has 
been overused to the point of cliché this year; to New 
Horizons it's never been more accurately applied. 


Developer/publisher Nintendo (EPD) Format Switch 
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The only thing more surprising than getting a new Half- 
Life game in 2020 was the catch that came along with it. 
Dipping back into Gordon Freeman's universe (or rather, 
Alyx Vance’s) didn't just require the powerhouse PC we 
might have expected, but also a VR setup. Ideally, Valve's 
own Index - a remarkable bit of technology with a price 
tag about as steep as City 17's infamous Citadel. 

So, yes, it’s a shame that one of the year's best 
games is also one of its most inaccessible. We still can't 
quite believe that ending passed by with so little comment 
(and if you're still unspoiled, please do try to stay that 
way until you get a chance to experience Alyx for 
yourself). But then HalFLife has always been about 
leading the firstperson shooter to places it's never quite 
been before, whether that means cinematic set-pieces or 
physics-enabled sandboxes, so perhaps the step into VR 
isn't so surprising after all. 

And Valve's stubborn refusal to offer a more 
traditional version of Alyx starts to make sense once 
you're inside the headset, experiencing things that 
wouldn't be possible outside it. Looking up at the 
aforementioned Shard-a-like — still under construction in 
this prequel - and really feeling its scale for the first time. 
Cupping hands over our mouth to avoid detection by 
a brilliantly Cronenbergian pursuer and realising we're 
actually holding our breath. And, yes, reaching out for 
an iconic weapon in a moment 15 years in the making, 
and letting it slip through our buttery fingers. 

It’s partly down to 2020's very particular set of 
circumstances that Alyx remains so exclusive — we're not 
about to be passing a headset slick with Combine- 
dodging sweat to a friend anytime soon. Equally, though, 
what better year to release a game which requires you to 
entirely shut yourself off from the outside world so you 
can tour a virtual Quarantine Zone? 


AL 


YOU F 
THERE A 


HALF-LIFE 


Developer Naughty Dog Publisher SIE Format Р54 


bBLOCKBUSTEM 
AWARD 


THE LAST OF US 


E -" i г ES 
arro IOC 


darlings; 
veart. 


harre lockbusters of this y other year. In what 
has hardly been a vintage 12 months for triple-A games, 
this was comfortably the boldest of them all. 

You only need look at the online reaction to 
understand the risks Naughty Dog took here. With Joel’s 
death alone, it enraged a not-insignificant portion of its 
audience. Having brutally dispensed with the first game's 
protagonist — and so early, too — it then dared to make us 
sympathise with his killer (whose musculature, ludicrously, 
became the next topic of feverish Internet debate). Its 
biggest shocks wind you with their power, just as its 
beautifully-judged flashbacks break your heart. Not 
everything comes off: its central message is bludgeoned 
home with the force of its grisliest face-smashing kills. 
And Ellie's undeviating downward spiral into vengeance- 
driven violence doesn't just make her unsympathetic but 
borderline sociopathic. It’s to actor Ashley Johnson's 
enormous credit - in what is likely 2020's most gut 
wrenching in-game performance - that she finds nuance 
in a role that seems to leave little room for it. 

Sadly, Johnson is not the only one who has had to 
work minor miracles in the making of this game. It would 
be remiss of us not to acknowledge the real cost of such 
artistry: with reports painting an ugly picture of the 
studio’s crunch culture, we can only hope Naughty 
Dog finds a better balance for its staff in future. That 
shouldn't be ignored, but nor can we overlook the craft 
on display here. A firstparty game with the thematic 
weight to match its widescreen sweep, The Last Of Us 
Part Il almost lives up to that Godfather-referencing title. 


ARTISAN 


AWARD 


SIGNS OF THE 
SOJOURNER 


Echodog Games’ captivating debut feels just like one of 
the hand-carved ornaments you'll find at the local market 
stalls on your travels within the game. It’s a small and 
delicate thing, made with love and care, lying there 
somehow ignored or undiscovered by most people. And 
then you open it up to reveal that it’s so much more than 
just an attractive tchotchke, it’s really a contraption of 
rare and beautiful intricacy. 

To talk to other characters, you need to place cards 
with geometric symbols attached, focusing on ensuring 
they match up with the previous card so you can 
continue the conversation. A circular symbol means your 
responses are empathetic or observant, while a triangle 
stands for diplomatic and logical conversation. At first, it 
seems all too simple and abstract. But as your deck 
develops over the course of the game — each exchange 
forcing you to replace a card in your deck with a new 
опе - Sojourner imbues those simple shapes with much 
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deeper meaning, showing how we're changed by the 
places we visit and people we meet. 

Naturally friendly folks make your job easy, always 
placing cards with which you can make a comfortable 
match. Ву contrast, closed-minded ог introverted 
characters will take time and effort on your part to open 
up, encouraging you to choose your cards carefully and 
switch up your deck between visits until you become 
familiar with their patterns of speech. In choosing to 
remember the sadder side of conversations to be a more 
empathetic listener to others in mourning, you risk being 
too much of a downer to an ebullient shop owner back 
home. But then a pet dog, wonderfully, will match with 
whatever card you play. Such close intertwining of story 
and systems produces occasional frustrations, but even 
these feel like nothing more than the discovery of 
a thumbprint or a stray fingernail indentation in a clay 
pot — signs of a game built by true craftspeople. 


Developer/publisher Echodog Games Format PC 


WORLDBUILDING 
PARADISE KILLER 


AWARD 


Developer/publisher Kaizen Game Works Format PC, Switch 


At first, the 24th Island Sequence is overwhelming. But 
that’s exactly what its been designed to be. The 
vaporwave stylings of this place - in which a heinous 
murder has been committed, and it’s your job to find out 
whodunnit — are all-consuming. Unapologetic, even. This is 
lo-fi in the extreme: palm trees stand uncannily still against 
creamsicle skies, polygonal buildings almost seem folded 
into shape, and enigmatic 2D suspects turn towards you 
wherever you walk like seductive billboards. From the off, 
as Barry ‘Epoch’ Topping’s sublime city pop soundtrack 
throbs in the ears, you're buried in all manner of strange 
concepts: a council formed to protect against demonic 
possession; wily gods with hidden agendas; a goat-headed 
pop idol and a skeleton barman; a whiskey that induces 
time-travelling tendencies in its drinkers; blood sacrifices as 
a means of currency for shiny trinkets. Paradise Killer is а 
minefield of deceit, debauchery and deities. And that's 
before you find out about the 23 other islands. 

learning the arcane rules and secrets of this world - 
what happens when gods and humans clash, what a 
footbath really does, and (of course) who's sleeping with 
whom - is key to unlocking the many mysteries at the heart 
of Lady Love Dies’ investigation. Embracing both 
environmental and narrative openness, Paradise Killer 
gives you time and space to assemble the pieces of this 
place in your own particular order, and draw your own 
conclusions about what has happened here. The sheer 
confidence on display is breathtaking, and the trust in the 
player to be an active part of realising this vivid world 
refreshing. Goodness knows there are plenty of rough 
edges in Kaizen Game Works’ debut: the island is perhaps 
a little too large for its own good, and its determination to 
not patronise players does mean that productive 
exploration is sometimes obscured. But its absolute belief in 
its own existence means that there are few videogame 
locales so utterly convincing. Perfect 25? You can keep it. 


Lady Love Dies 
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HOMECOMING 


AWARD 
KENT 


Developer Cardboard Computer Publisher Annapurna Interactive Format PC, Р54, Switch, Xbox One 


ROUTE ZERO 


At the beginning of the year, Cardboard Computer's 
episodic pilgrimage finally reached its destination. Seven 
years after ageing delivery driver Conway was first 
tasked with transporting a package to the seemingly 
mythical Dogwood Drive, we finally arrived there without 
him. That absence ripples throughout a final chapter that 
feels less like a climax, more an elegiac coda. It doesn't 
tie things up with а neat bow - though why would 
it, when life is so rarely tidy like that? — but it's as 
definitive an ending as any ongoing journey can ever 
have. Yet as a depiction of America that became 
increasingly hard to disentangle from real-world 
developments, Episode V perhaps felt overly optimistic 
back in January. And then 2020 happened. 

It would be a step too far to say that its portrayal of 
hardscrabble lives, of people for whom the American 
dream has long since become a distant fantasy, became 
more relatable this year. But it's equally true that we've 
been similarly united by difficult circumstances, each of 
us left facing an uncertain future. Plenty of us have been 
forced to reckon with unfamiliar struggles — for some, the 
recurring theme of financial precarity may hit particularly 
close to home — with instability and tragedy inveigling 
their way into our lives. 

There is, then, something especially moving about 
witnessing this collection of drifters finding someplace to 
settle, but also finding solace and comfort in 
companionship while on their journey. And now, with 
America (and the rest of the world) on the verge of some 
kind of recovery, those final moments ring all the more 
true. As these characters we’ve come to know (and 
shape) over four episodes and seven years find places 
and people they can call home, our heart swells. For all 
that we've been through, together and apart, there 
remains a glimmer of hope - flickering but still aflame. 
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Developer Dreamfeel Publisher Annapurna Interactive Format PC, Switch 


We were spoiled for fantastic debuts this year: Paradise 
Killer, Necrobarista, Róki, Signs Of The Sojourner and 
HoloVista among them. The future looks bright indeed. 
But the brightest star of all was undoubtedly Dreamfeel's 
interactive graphic novel If Found, which follows a young 
transgender woman as she tries to reconcile her present 
with her past. Her strongest instinct is to destroy the 
latter - and so you're presented with her hand-illustrated 
and annotated diary, and find yourself erasing it 
sentence by sentence, sketch by sketch, page by page. 

This mechanic alone is immediately evocative of 
Dreamfeel's creative convictions as a studio: simple and 
satisfying, yet layered with meaning depending on the 
context it's placed in, it is handled with the utmost care - 
and invites players to do the same in turn. Consigning 
Kasio's prickly family members to the dispassionate void 
is ап act imbued with sadness and anger, but 
transitioning between scenes by sweeping away the 
night sky to reveal the bright blue of a crisp Irish morning 
underneath feels like a fresh start. That there is so much 
depth to a single type of interaction is testament to lf 
Found's creators’ talent for storytelling, for elegantly 
framing and reframing different perspectives. 

Along the way, there’s confusion: a parallel universe 
with a hungry black hole that’s creeping into reality, an 
astronaut trying desperately to make contact, memories 
bleeding into other memories as you attempt to make 
sense of the palimpsest of this girl’s life and identity. But 
ultimately, Kasio’s tale is an ode to getting to know who 
you truly are, and the process of figuring out how you 
present that identity to the world. It is a wonderfully 
assured mission statement from one of the most exciting 
new studios in quite some time — one that is destined 
to be a lodestar for the industry and beyond. 


RISING 
AWARD 
IF FOUND 


OUTSTANDING 
CONTRIBUTION 
I TCH.IO BUNDLE 


Sometimes it seems like there are things only certain 
people or organisations can do; the itch.io Bundle For 
Racial Justice And Equality felt like one of them. It arrived 
in the midst of a summer that felt like a breaking point: 
the world was up in arms following the killing of George 
Floyd at the hands of Minneapolis police officers, with 
widespread protests against police brutality and endemic 
racism. As many of us looked to donate what we could 
to appropriate causes, the indie-ocused storefront 
reacted quickly. On June 6, the bundle went live: for a 
minimum of $5 (every cent of which would be distributed 
between two organisations, the NAACP Legal Defense 
And Educational Fund and Community Bail Fund) you 
could bag over 740 games. And not just any games: 
from acclaimed works such as A Short Hike and Celeste, 
Night In The Woods and Super Hexagon to lesser-known 
curios such as coming-of-age tale Wide Ocean Big 
Jacket and dialogue-duelling RPG The Last Word. 

It passed its $5 million target in just five short days, 
and then kept going - with new games (such as 


Supergiants pre-Hades fantasy sports game, Руге) 
consistently added, the value proposition only increased 
over time. Hearteningly, the average donation evened 
out to about $10.06 per person, more than twice the 
minimum, with the highest donation for a single bundle 
sitting at a cool $5,000. Little wonder, then, that the final 
total of the charity drive reached nearly $8.2 million, 
putting plenty of other donations from far more lucrative 
operations to shame. lt was an incredible, affirming 
moment for an industry that is often unfairly accused of 
doing more harm than good, with itch.io providing a 
platform for the global game community to come 
together and effect real change. Although we wouldn't 
have expected some of the bigger game companies to 
react as quickly, decisively or meaningfully as this 
boutique storefront, it threw down something of 
a gauntlet to them nonetheless. And it offered something 
else, too: the idea that, when it comes to the crunch, 
tighting back is not entirely the preserve of a select few 
powertul people or organisations. It’s about all of us. 


Developer/publisher Nintendo (EPD) Format Switch 
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MOST ELDRITCH 
OBELISKS 


MICROSOFT 
FLIGHT 


SIMULATOR 


Developer Asobo Studio 
Publisher Microsoft Game Studios Format PC 


It's incredible that a flight simulator 
should have Paradise Killer licked for 
this award. The culprit? Asobo’s 
Azure-powered procgen tech, which 
fills in gaps in Bing Maps’ data. Palm 
trees became dark pillars, while 
Melbourne sprouted а tall, thin, 
dread-inducing monolith. Comforting 
to know that, in some universes at 
least, that feeling can be patched out. 


UNLIKELIEST 
TEARJERKER 


PAPER MARIO 
THE ORIGAMI 
KING 


Developer Intelligent Systems 
Publisher Nintendo Format Switch 


We've come to expect the unexpected 
from the Paper Mario games. But we 
weren't anticipating a dose of 
existential angst. When Bob-omb ally 
Bobby realises his true purpose in life 
is, well, an explosive death, Nintendo 
teases а noble sacrifice before 
backing off - and then goes ahead 
with it. Talk about a farewell to arms. 


COSIEST 
PROPAGANDA 


ASTRO'’S 
PLAYROOM 


Developer’ publisher SIE 
(apan Studia/Asobi Team) Format PS5 


One of the year's finest platformers is 


the references to classic PlayStation 
characters and games, its collectable 
Artifacts - facsimiles of old hardware - 
somehow generate a sense of 
nostalgic affection for kit we've never 
owned. We have fond PlayStation 
memories, but we didn't expect to get 
misty-eyed over a PSP GPS Receiver. 


BIGGEST TANTRUM 
EPIC VS APPLE 
Developer/publisher Apple, Epic Games 


It wasn't that Tim Sweeney didn't have 
a salient point to make: Apple does 
run something of a monopoly on 
mobile games, and developers ought 
to be given a much fairer share of 
their games' revenue. But the whole 
thing came off looking rather petulant, 
as multibillion dollar company Epic 
Games played silly, overly public 
games to secure a bigger slice of the 
pie for others, but also very much 
itself, during a summer where we had 
plenty of other priorities. 


BESSST SSSIBILANCE 
| AM DEAD 


Developer Hollow Ponds, Richard Hogg 
Publisher Annapurna Interactive Format PC, Switch 


With several star turns in the Hohokum 
makers’ gloriously local hidden-object 
cross-sect em-up, Guy Hargreaves is 
probably the best videogame voice 
actor you’re never heard of. But hear 
him you should - particularly as toast- 
loving fishperson Gkkh, whose giddy 
slavering is comedy gold thanks to 
Hargreaves' mastery of pitch, pacing 
and above all, sibilance. All together 
now: crissspy slicesss. 


FUNNIEST 
MOURNING 


TELL ME WHY 


Developer Dontnod Entertainment 
Publisher Xbox Game Studios Format PC, Xbox One 


Dontnod's drama about family trauma 
makes the mistake of giving twin 
protagonists Tyler and Alyson о 
childhood nickname. Now adults, they 
continue to use if, undercutting the 
seriousness of several scenes. The 
accidental comedy highlight? A 
cemetery breakdown in which Alyson 
cries out to her dead mother: “We 
were your goblins!” A grave error. 


MOST INDIE 
PREMISE 


RENAL SUMMER 


Developer/publisher Tokoronyori 
Format Android, iOS 


"You play as an elderly dog's failing 
kidney" is the elevator pitch for this 
bittersweet mobile curio, in which your 
job (as said organ) is to tap coloured 
blocks to remove toxins and prolong 
the life of your canine host. 
Meanwhile, a pixel-art animation plays 
out, showing the dog and their elderly 
owner going about their daily routines 
in realtime. Goodness, indies, can’t we 


have some new ideas for once? 


MOST BELATED 
BRILLIANCE 


WINDING 
WORLDS 


Developer/publisher Ko-op 
Format iOS 


Ko-op’s altruistic adventure seems 
unusually simple for much of its 
duration. And then in comes Tooty, a 
befuddled old woman, whose story 
involves more temporal meddling than 
a Christopher Nolan film. It's here the 
game’s ‘swirl’ mechanic comes into its 
own, your fingers helping tell a story 
about memory that turns a fine game 
into a near-essential download. 


FALSEST START 


CRUCIBLE 


Developer Relentless Studios 


Publisher Amazon Game Studios Format PC 


After six years of development, 
Amazon doubtless hoped this 
Overwatch-baiting hero shooter would 
help it crack videogames. Yet barely a 
month after its launch in May, Crucible 
reverted to a closed beta, and by the 
second week of October Relentless 
had announced its cancellation, with 
servers shutting down a month later. 
The studio is now helping out with 
2021 MMO New World; fingers 


crossed that one fares better. 


LEAST EFFECTIVE 
CAMOUFLAGE 


GEARS TACTICS 


Developer Splash Damage, The Coalition 
Publisher Xbox Game Studios 
Format PC, Xbox One, Xbox Series 


This strategic twist on Xbox's smartest- 
dumbest shooter is full of pleasant 
surprises, not least the ability to deck 
your soldiers out in the most fabulous of 
fatigues. Sure, the Locust forces will see 
us coming, but pairing purple chrome 
armour with пеоп-дгееп Lancers 
doesn't seem to improve their aim any. 
Our enemy may outnumber us, but our 


foursome can out-glam them any day. 


MOST ANTISOCIAL 
MEDIA 


OCULUS QUEST 2 


Developer Oculus Publisher Facebook Technologies 


Mass-market wireless VR for under 
£3002 Surely there must be a catch. 
And there was - and we're not just 
talking about the cutprice cloth strap 
encouraging the purchase of the Elite 
variant. Mandatory Facebook 
integration for Oculus’s latest headset 
was intrusive enough, but account 
merging issues bricked some units, 
turning the world's bestvalue headset 
into gaming's costliest paperweight. 
Where's the ‘dislike’ button? 


SMARTEST 
HANGOVER CURE 


LAIR OF THE 
CLOCKWORK GOD 


Developer/publisher Size Five Games 
Format PC, Р54, Switch, Xbox One 


We've all been there: when your 
head's pounding, and everything's too 
bright and loud. Dan Marshall and 
Ben Ward's genre-hopping adventure 
brilliantly conveys the awfulness of the 
morning after a heavy night with an 
ingenious postmodern twist: accessing 
the audio settings, rather than your 
inventory, is the trick to quietening the 


music that prevents you from moving. 
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TANGLE TOWER 


How one ої the UK indie scene's leading lights 
cracked the case of the mystery game 


By JEN SIMPKINS 


Format iOS, PC, Switch 
Developer/publisher SFB Games 
Origin UK 
Release 2019 


ur interest in delving into the making 

ot Tangle Tower stems largely from 

one thing: the sheer luxuriousness of 

it. From the sumptuously drawn 
backgrounds to its snappy script, detailed 
animation, vibrant designs, rich soundtrack and 
award-winning vocal performances, everything in 
this murder mystery visual novel is presented 
immaculately. How has indie outfit SFB Games 
achieved it? One look at the folder of sketches 
and notes we receive, full to bursting with 
tlowcharts, scribbles and iteration upon iteration 
of character designs gives us our answer. They 
probably didn't need to do all this, we suggest, 
although that is exactly what makes the game so 
striking. "Scope?" technical director Tom Vian 
grins at us. "What's scope?" 

langle lower is far from a large game: all of 
the action takes place within the single, titular 
building, and although you're free to explore the 
place and talk to suspects at your leisure, the 
story is a linear affair wrapped up in just five or 
six hours. But the attention to detail is lavishly 
applied, with all dialogue fully voiced, and each 
character responding with their own unique 
thoughts when presented with evidence - feats 
even beyond the reach of the Ace Айотеу 
games. The secret was not as dramatic as 
mortgaging houses or surviving on cheap cuts of 
meat (the most precarious the food situation ever 
got, art director Catherine Unger jokes, was that 
"some days we couldn't decide what to have for 
lunch’). Instead, it was a focused concept, and a 
brilliant custom pipeline through which everything 
flowed, that fuelled this small team's desire to live 
up to one anothers’ standards. 

The games lead, Grimoire himself, had been 
kicking about for a while already: SFB Games 
released Flash-based pointand-click murder 
mystery game Detective Grimoire: Secret Of The 
Swamp back in 2014. "That one has, like, а 
slight cliffhanger ending," creative director Adam 
Vian says. “1 don't think we were immediately 
planning on making a sequel - | just liked the 
idea of coming back to it. It’s more fun to write 
mythology when you've got a sense of some 
bigger secrets going on in the background. So 
we had this strange potential world to dive into." 

On a practical level, however, the biggest 
catalyst was the studio's discovery of Creative 
Europe's funding programme, which they entered 
in January of 2015. "But here's the catch, if there 
is one — they only fund narrative games," Tom 


Fitz Fellow was originally cold and insectlike, but his design 
changed due to his actor's "sweet and vulnerable" voice test 


smiles. "Their structure seems fairly copied across 
from the film funding structure from the same 
programme - so it talks a lot about characters, 
locations and the plot in terms of, you know, 
things you have fo prove are significantly 
European. All the language around it was 
narrative. So we thought, if we were to submit 
something, what would that be? Ме had this 


| REALLY LOVE 
CREEPY DOMESTIC 
SETTINGS = LIKE, THE 
RESIDENT PART ОР 
RESIDENT EVIL IS THE 
SCARIEST, TO ME" 


vague idea that we'd like to make another 
Detective Grimoire game. And it just it felt natural 
to say, ‘Okay, well, this could be that.” 

Especially as the game that would become 
Tangle Tower was already very much rattling 
aroud in the team's heads. “| remember Adam 
working on langle Tower before the funding," 
Unger says. "It wouldn't be called Tangle Tower 
for a long time," Adam says, "but | had been 
slowly trying to write something." Originally, as 
he fleshed out the idea of the Fellow family, the 
project was called The Fellows Of Fellows Hall — 
"which sounds really twee, now," he laughs. "But 
| just love writing character ideas, and so | would 
just do that for fun, not really knowing if it was 
going fo turn into a real project or not." 

But here was an opportunity to pick up those 
loose threads from Secret Of The Swamp and 
make something productive from them for the 
good of the studio. And so Adam began to do 


so in earnest. "The decision | made which ended 
up defining everything about the game was that 
| wanted to fix the biggest flaw of the previous 
game," he tells us — the fact that none of the 
suspects knew one another. "Even though they 
lived and worked near each other, they had 
nothing to say about each other, they hadn't even 
heard of each other." And so the neat solution 
was to have all of the game's characters бе kin. 
Anyone whos played Tangle Tower will recall the 
gigantic family tree tapestry hanging in the main 
hall, which gives players an overview of who's 
related to whom — with two families featured, the 
Fellows and the Pointers. "We'll connect that 
family tree to one or two of the characters from 
last time, just for fun. From there, it was: 'Okay, 
so if it's a family, they're in their house. So where 
do they live? What kind of weird house is ite’ 
Because | really love creepy domestic settings — 
like, the ‘resident’ part of Resident Evil is the 
scariest, to me." 


We study the design documents. Adam's 
notes insist that the house should have some kind 
of unique geographical quality: being on top of 
an improbably high mountain, a boot, a bridge, 
a dliff — or an island, which is where it eventually 
ended up. It also states that the design should tie 
into the reveal of a secret section of the house. 
"We knew that we wanted the tower to be quite 
iconic," Unger says. "So | was sketching out the 
silhouette of this quite early on, it was one of the 
first couple of jobs | did." The unusual nature of 
the murder that Adam had in mind helped guide 
her designs: the lead suspect of the last game 
being a mythological creature that doesn't exist 
had worked quite well as a concept, and so he 
was keen to weave a narrative riddle in the same 
vein. The setup — that a painting of a knife- 
wielding suspect, the depiction tipped with real 
blood, has stabbed its creator = was bizarre 
enough that Unger's construction would need to 
accommodate it. "I think | drew a couple of 
characters, and a couple of mansion drawings," 
she says, "before Snipperclips kicked off." 

As a break from their main project, lom and 
Adam had taken part in a daylong game jam. 
Out of it came a prototype for a co-op game in 
which you played two pieces of paper cutting 
shapes out of each other to solve puzzles. SFB 
Games had never pitched to a publisher before 
and, recently furnished with the business card for 
Nintendo Of Europe's head of secondparty — > 


85 


ТНЕ МАКІМС ОҒ... 


games, decided to give it a shot. “We had по 
idea that it would sit so perfectly with the thing that 
they had secretly in development at the time," Тот 
says. They only found out what Nintendo's ‘NX’ 
was the week after they asked Unger to join the 
company fulHime. "That was wild," she says, and 


Wl 


Tom laughs: "You're on the project! Also..." What 
of their reaction to finding out about Switch? 
"Everything made sense all of a sudden," Tom 
says. Unger's manifested more obviously: "I think 

| got a nosebleed.” 

Naturally, the Tangle Tower project was put on 
hold during the development of the Switch launch 
game. This played havoc with the timeline they'd 
set out for the funding programme, but eventually 
they were able to return. “The first few weeks, or 
months, of full-on Tangle Tower development were 
just me and Catherine sitting in the office talking to 
each other all day, every day," Adam says. They'd 
discuss what clues there'd be and in which 
locations, which characters were telling the truth 
and which were lying, which new story elements 
needed to be added to spice up certain elements. 
"| remember taking a lot of stuff out as well during 
those conversations," Unger says. "We killed a lot 
of babies — sorry, not literally." Adam laughs, then 
tells us about the first way they tried to justify an 
entire house thinking a painting had murdered a 
Fellow: a puzzle with a perspective trick that 
“explained in a kind of Scooby-Doo way" how a 
photograph clue showed an entity reaching out of 
the painting with a knife. "It was the kind of thing 
that seems good on day one," he says, "and then 
every day that passes you think, ‘This is really, 
actually quite stupid.” The alternative explanation, 
which you slowly piece together as Detective 
Grimoire and his sidekick Sally in the final game, 
was built specifically around the architecture of the 
mansion and its twin peaks — and is much more 
evocative of these two families, and the two sides 
of the house, either unintentionally or intentionally 
miscommunicating with each other. 

With the main framework in place, the layout 
of the house itself (presented during overworld 
exploration and witness statements via a neat grid 
of rooms and chibi-style character tokens, mainly 
designed for ease of use because SFB Games 
planned for it to be a mobile game even before 
Apple Arcade came calling) fell into place more 
naturally around the events of the crime - who 
should logically be where in order to provoke 
suspicion or provide alibis. And certain characters’ 
personalities or relationships led to particular parts 
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of the mansion being added and playing into the 
mystery, such as Fitz Fellow and Poppy Pointer's 
secret garden - which joins the two sides of the 
house at the top when unlocked via puzzles on 
each side, and hides a crucial clue. 


With all the wild red strings pinned between 
each element of the mystery, it then became a 
matter of building the corkboard upon which all of 
it sat. “The first game was built in Flash," Tom tells 
us. "And at the point of getting the EU funding, we 
had every intention of making the next game in 
Flash." But having just made Snipperclips entirely 
in Unity, the two brothers found they had become 
accustomed to the other engine. "It helped us work 
together a lot better," Tom says. "So | had to start 
again, basically. | had this structure of how to 
build a detective poinFand-click engine because 
I'd done it already, but | did have to write it from 
scratch." At the same time, Unger and the other 
Vian would continue to flesh out characters and 
locations. "At some point, we were able to start 
adding in a location that connected to another, 
and that location had a character in it that you 
could talk to, and, okay, now l've got to build a 
dialogue system. | go away and do that for a 
month, or whatever. But it naturally fit, | think, 
where when my engine was ready for Adam to 
start using was a great time to start coalescing the 
cloud of ideas into something more concrete." 

The game being playable, even in the most 
basic form, quickly helped to refine the script. "I 
was writing it in Word, as you do," Adam says. 
"And then Tom's engine formed, and he built these 
dialogue tools, which are really good inside Unity. 
And you were able to plug in dialogue and have 
the characters — just a single PNG bobbing up 
and down, no animation, no voice acting, but the 
text would scroll." He soon abandoned Word and 
wrote straight into the engine. "I was able to play 
conversations immediately after writing them to see 
how they tlow - ‘Okay, this is too long, this joke 
isn't going to work’, or whatever." 

Nevertheless, Flash was still the tool both he 
and animator Jonathan Harris would be most 
familiar with when bringing to life characters and 
conversations. And so Тот puzzled together a 
method of importing such things into Unity. His 
system would take Flash animations, then export 
them as a set of image parts and animation data, 
which Unity would piece back together and 
reanimate. "So we were able to do almost, like, 
model animation in Flash, where Jonathan would 
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Ө The mysterious gardens, drawn by 
Unger. "It speaks to Catherine's 
strength as an artist that she was my 
first choice for a character-based 
murder mystery game, and my first 
choice for a cartoon puzzle 

game," Adam says. "She nailed both." 
Ө Felix Fellow's room was designed 
by Unger as a memorial to his former 
adventures. The ceiling is formed 
from a ship's hull, and the pufferfish 
lamp is based on a similar one found 
in the Pitt Rivers Museum in the UK. 
Ө Animator Jonathan Harris’ art 
focuses on movement and poses. 

О Some of Adam's early sketches of 
Grimoire. “I draw in quite a flat 
graphical way; Catherine's a bit more 
gestural, and then Jonathan's job is 5 
to be a bit more anatomical with it." /; 
The three artists оп the team would | 
often pass sketches back and forth 
between themselves to work on. 

O Adam's take on Tangle Tower's 
silent matriarch and main murder 
suspect, Flora Fellow. The final 
version of her character remains 
stoically monochromatic. 

© Penelope Pointer's penchant for 
wearing one of her pet birds as a 
kind of hat goes through several 
iterations here. Her gloves slowly 
became wing-like sleeves, unlocking 
fun new animation possibilities 
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animate each pose - and within that, there would 
be sort of nested frames, nested timelines for 
different facial expressions, the different heads." 

Once in Unity, Adam would be able to stick 
the raw data and images together with his 
dialogue. "He'd lay it out on a timeline where he 
could control how fast the text would reveal, 
exactly what facial expression was being pulled at 
any given time, what frame of animation Jonathan 
had made was being played." In the same way 
as 3D animators sequence and blend together 
pre baked animations іп-епдіпе, ће SFB Games 
system knitted together its 2D visuals. "It allowed 
us to get the best of both, where Jonathan could 
animate by hand with a Wacom tablet in Flash, 
and Adam could use that base section of 
animation in Unity for... well, in the end it was, 
like, 3,000 conversations or something." The 
iteration process became incredibly fast and 
flexible, Adam says. "I was timelining Penny 
[Pointer], and | found myself lacking a pose that 
just didn't exist. So Га say, ‘Jonathan, we need a 
pose with Penny waving her arms around like this, 
because | need it for these four or five lines.' It was 
great to be able to go back and forth on that." 

It was these sorts of clever practical solutions, 
implemented early on, that would lead to the rest 
of the team having the time to cram Tangle Tower 
full of quality art. “It's all about allowing everyone 
to do their job as much as possible," Adam says, 
and Тот adds: "Yeah, just removing friction was 
my main job for a couple of months. | was like, 
‘Okay, could we do this one per cent faster? 
Because we're doing it a thousand times." After 
the main engine was built, for instance, he would 
go on to build a system that would randomly 
generate conversation animation from a set of 
sensible poses according to the dialogue fed into 
it. "It would estimate when and where the mouth 
flapping would start and stop, and lay out lengths 
of animation based on lengths of text or audio." It 
proved suprisingly accurate for shorter lines of 
dialogue, such as when characters are presented 
with evidence, and ended up saving time that was 
reinvested into more bespoke moments. 

langle Tower positively radiates attention to 
detail as a result, and it's this = alongside the 
speedy collaboration of the SFB Games team - 
that elevates its relatively simple makeup to 
something of award-winning quality. But where 
does the desire to put in all that effort, to write 
dialogue and animate conversations that many 
players may not even bother to see, come from? 
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Adam Vian 


Creative director 


How did you go 
about finding your 
IndieCade award- 
winning voice cast? 
Kimlinh Tran trained as a casting director, and 

| gave her the voice briefs - each character 
had some drawings and some sample lines of 
dialogue. And because the music got recorded 
quite early on, we even sent out character 
themes to the actors so they could hear the vibe 
of the character. And also their bedrooms, as 
Catherine had painted a lot of that. So | gave it 
all to Kimlinh, and she collected a lot of 
auditions for each character. 


What's your criteria for who gets a role? 

The most important factor, | think, is who is the 
best actor — just in terms of being able to emote 
in a nuanced, believable way. If it's not actually 
the actor's natural voice, it needs to sound like it 
might be. The actor who plays Felix [Doug 
Stone, aka the voice of Psycho Mantis] does a 
lot of [blustering noises], right? And it sounds 
completely normal, whereas some people do it 
and it sounds put on. And also if someone's a 
really good actor, then you know they're going 
to take direction really well. 


What's your approach to directing actors? 
Sometimes | directed retakes, because it got to 
the point where they were so specific | didn't 
want to hope they'd understand what | was 
saying. Tiana [Camacho], for instance, had 
some incredibly important lines: 99 per cent of 
the time, she nailed it first time. Sometimes | 
would need it tweaked a few per cent. So I'd 
record me reading them in a certain way, she'd 
listen to the rubbish version of it, and she'd 
record her amazing version of it. So | made 
sure every line was perfect, and | never settled 
for anything slightly off. It was worth it, | think. 


^What happens is, you get one really amazing 
element — let's say Catherine's background arts," 
Adam says. "As the director, l'm sitting there 
thinking, "These deserve to have character art оға 
certain quality over the top of them. They deserve 
to have music of a certain quality playing behind 
them. And if they don't, it would be a shame.' So 
the bar starts getting raised." He remembers 
wondering whether to hire an animator, knowing 
that he would have been able to animate to an 
acceptable level. "But we were in Budapest, 
listening to the music being recorded by an 
orchestra, which was a high point of the process 
in general. It was so incredibly beautiful and high- 
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D Unger's sketches and notes for 
Grimoire's rival at Tangle Tower, the 
intimidating Detective Hawkshaw. 
O Rooms were designed by Unger, 
with input from Adam, to subtly 
imply characters’ true natures. 
Professor Роіпіег 5 was built around 
the idea that “if someone was 
pretending to be into astronomy, 
what would they put in their room?" 
Unger says. “It almost feels like an 
empty Disneyland." Adam nods: "It's 
a facade. Pointer's desk has nothing 
on it, and his books are completely 
unread - if you examine them, 
they're in perfect condition." 5, 
© An early painting of the ! 
greenhouse, featuring an even more | — eg 
threatening-looking Fitz Fellow. — | «£2 7 
4) Designs for Professor Pointer, — 
whose final design moves him away 7 
from looking severe and instead into Ф 


seeming quite silly. Оп the left, 
Unger's iterations on how his hair 
might be seen show how that book 
came to be balanced permanently on 
his head in his final design. 

O Unger: "One thing | will say is that 
when we were drawing characters 
and coming up with poses, we 
wanted to make sure there was a 
good balance of, 71 could really like 
this person - but also, I could see this 
person killing someone" 
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quality. And | thought, "There is no way you can 
ship this game without the animation being as 
Unger nods: “It was creative — E 
escalation, wasn't if? Every time something was Lido pe à | di 
added, we were like, 'Oh, god, we need to make Ре: | 7 чє Ы 
this better now' — but in a really good way." HW TT TIN zo 
Release, then, was nervewracking. “I think this 


II 


good as the music. 


is a narrative project thing, but we weren't sure if it 
was good," Unger laughs. Tom explains: 
"Because it wasn't a script Adam had written 
upfront, and it was forming as part of the 
production process, we could never really test it on 
anyone until we had a fully playable game, which 
happened very late." Adam adds: "With a 
mystery game, they can't get the whole story 
unless they play the whole story — and once you've 
tested the mystery on somebody, that's it — you 
can't test it on them again!" Which led to a 
surprising postrelease moment at AdventureX after 
langle lowers release via Apple Arcade in the 
autumn of 2019, where they finally watched 
strangers play the game in person for the first 
time — and some fail to make it past the first 
screen. "They were trying to click to move Sally, 
like in Monkey Island," Adam says, "and they 
were like, "Why isn't she moving?” It was 
fascinating, he says, to see experienced players' 
preconceived notions trip them up unexpectedly. 
A patch soon followed to help make the process 
of opening the map less obscure, but it was an 
instructive postlaunch moment for the team. 
Indeed, if revealing too much of a mystery too 
early rather defeats the point, Tangle Tower now 
surely stands as an ideal test case from which to 
work for future instalments. “I think it would be very 
strange if we didn't try to make another one," Tom 
smiles; the custom tools he's created over the past 
few years ought to get some use. Adam goes 
further: "We definitely have every intention of 
making a new one." Adam will once again be 
writing — wrapping up yet more of those loose 
threads he so enjoys leaving - and composer 
Raphael Benjamin Meyer will return, this time with 
a different MO. "He was like, ‘Next time, let's get 
a swing band'," Тот says. "No idea of what the 
game would be, he just wanted a swing band." 
We wonder if SFB Games might revisit that early 
idea of a murder mystery on a boat — a cruise ship 
would certainly suit such a soundtrack. “No 
comment," Adam says, as they all laugh. "Let's 
have that conversation again in eight months." 
Some mysteries, it seems, are destined to take а 


little longer to solve than others. Ii 
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0 Each suspect has a ‘locked box’, 

a Layton-esque puzzle in their room 
containing a crucial clue. Designing 
these took plenty of iteration, Adam 
says. "Honestly, my favourite detail 
іп [Penny's] room was added because 
we changed the puzzle. We got rid of 
the travelling case on her bed, and 
added the wooden birdhouse. And 
then in the space we had, Catherine 
drew a little tea table with two tea 
cups. When you examine it, you find 
out one of the cups has tea, and the 
other birdseed, which implies she 
doesn't have any human friends." 

iÐ Several early sketches of clues 
that can be found throughout the 
mansion while exploring. The 
jewelled egg in the bottom-left is 
one of the earlier ‘locked box’ 
puzzles, found at the crime scene. 
"There were a lot of conversations 
where [Adam] made this puzzle," 
Unger says, "And we were like, ‘Oh, 
that was fun. Now we have to figure 
out how to make it be an object'." 
O A handful of Unger's designs for 
the mansion. Initially, the team 
planned to include hallways where 
you could find evidence, but the idea 
was scrapped in favour of keeping 
movement clear and simple, 
especially on smaller screens 
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STUDIO PROFILE 


NODDING 
HEADS GAMES 


How an Indian studio detied 
the odds to develop a 
culturally rich adventure 


By KHEE HOON CHAN 


hruti Ghosh and lan Maude, two of the 

cotounders of Nodding Heads Games, 

are exhausted. Fatigue is etched on their 

faces, clearly visible even through the 
grainy video footage of our Skype conversation. 
In the background, a dog yowls off-camera, 
while a few others slump onto a sofa, soon 
dozing off under the hot and humid weather in 
Pune, India. Both developers, sometimes 
accompanied by the studio's third co-founder 
Avichal Singh, joining the call remotely from his 
place, have been out most nights feeding over 
200 stray dogs on the streets. This is in addition 
to the work they've put into their game: Raji: An 
Ancient Epic. "There's always rescue cases and 
accidents, and all these we have to take care of 
as well, because we just love them a lot. So the 
last few months have been really, really difficult. 
We've hardly had any rest. Avi [Singh] has been 
looking after Snowy" = their dog = “and working 
on the game," Ghosh says. 

Over the past few years, Nodding Heads 
has barely had a moment's rest. Faced with a 
depleting pool of personal savings, the studio 
was caught in a frantic rush to seek funding for 
Raji within a few months, ever since the game's 
Kickstarter campaign failed to gain traction in 
November 2017. "We had the rug pulled trom 
beneath us, and we had no backup plan. And 
this was really scary for us," Maude says. “But 
what we always do is we just adapt. That's what 
we've always done. And we were initially 
looking at, how far can our funds go? What are 
we going to do? Shruti ended up selling her 
apartment to work to help fund the team. 

"We were literally looking at the bank 
balance and thinking, ‘We're gonna have to tell 
the team to disperse because we can't afford to 
pay anyone any more,' because we were 
paying people out of our own pocket, as well 
as paying rent and [putting] food on the table 
Гог ourselves. Yeah, and we were looking at 
getting employment ourselves. So we were 
really close to ending this." 


As luck would have it, Nodding Heads not 
only found a publisher in UK-based studio Super, 
but also received the Unreal Development Grant 
(Epic Games awards one million dollars to 37 
indie studios) in June 2018. The studio was 
finally on the cusp of change. Growing from a 
three-person team to one that's 13 people strong, 
Nodding Heads’ founders saw their efforts 
culminate іп Raji’s high-profile appearance on 
Nintendo's Indie World showcase in August this 


Members of the Pune-based studio Nodding Heads Games at 
NASSCOM 2017, a trade event for the Indian IT industry 


year — the first Indian game ever to do so — 
accompanied by a timed exclusive release on 
Nintendo Switch. 

For an indie studio based in India, this was a 
staggering accomplishment that belied years of 
effort; after all, Raji’s concept had been brewing 
since 2013. The game was first influenced by a 
trio Singh made to Jaisalmer, the ‘Golden City’ in 
the Thar Desert within the state of Rajasthan. The 
town got its namesake trom the yellow sandstone 
used to construct its buildings, its majestic towers 
and stretching fort walls a dominant landmark. It 
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Founded 2017 

Employees 1 3 

Key staff Shruti Ghosh (cofounder, game artist), 
Avichal Singh (cofounder, game designer), lan 
Maude (co-founder, game artist] 

URL noddingheadsgames.com 

Current projects Raji: An Ancient Epic 


2016; and Maude had an expansive career 
across various triple-A studios, including Ubisoft, 
Rockstar and Acclaim Entertainment. 

Yet India's games industry is predominantly 
known as a workforce to which development 
work is outsourced, and it's still relatively nascent 
when compared to those of America, Europe and 
Japan. One of the earliest Indian videogame 
companies, Dhruva Interactive, was set up in 
1997 and started as an outsourcing studio, 
collaborating with major studios on the 
development of triple-A games. It was acquired 
oy Swedish developer Starbreeze Studios, which 
later sold its stake to Rockstar Games and 
absorbed Dhruva into its Rockstar India studio. 
This was what the team thought might have 


THE FOUNDERS SAW THEIR EFFORTS 


CULMINATE 
NINTENDO'S 


is this Rajasthani architecture that makes up the 
platformer's sprawling environments, set against 
a backdrop of rich Hindu mythology. 

"| was looking at this place called Patwon-ki- 
haveli, which is a medieval architecture from the 
early 18th century. | felt there was this frame in 
front of me without any virus — without any 
people - and | felt teleported back to that era," 
said Singh. He shared this brainwave with 
Ghosh, who was teaching at DSK Supintocom, 
the design college from which Singh received his 
Master's Degree, and who he quickly bonded 
with over a shared interest in games such as 
Bastion and Transistor. Maude, a lecturer at the 
same college, met them a year later in 2014. 

Yet the idea didn't turn into anything more 
substantial till 2016. That was when the three of 
them discussed Raji's concept in greater detail. 
The trio weren't new to the game industry: Singh 
graduated from college to join Zynga as a game 
designer in 2014; Ghosh worked as a game 
artist at numerous local studios before getting 
hired by EA as an art development manager in 


IN RAJI'S APPEARANCE ON 
INDIE WORLD SHOWCASE 


given international publishers some pause when 
it came to signing them. 

"| have worked in these outsourcing studios in 
India, where it was like, a section of the game 
has been just given to a company in India, 
where you have to turn up the assets and give it 
back to the head studio," Ghosh explains. "It's a 
very different approach to how work is handled." 
In these studios, artists who want a bigger creative 
involvement within the game development 
process are usually prohibited — even actively 
discouraged - from doing so. Usually it’s just like, 
they would hand you the model sheet, or the 
concept art or stuff that you have to do, [like] the 
specification. So it's very much like..." 

"blinkers," Maude chips in. 

"Yeah," Ghosh nods. "You cannot think, you 
cannot do much... The effects, art animation [...] 
these parts are sent to these kinds of companies. 
You do not have much creative involvement. l've 
known artists who've been working for ten, 15 
years doing this same process, they probably 
[progressed] from junior to senior to an art » 
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lead, but they become... like a robot. [Working 
in these studios is] like a competition within the 
team, that you have to make sure that you do the 


best in copying something you've been asked to 
deliver. That's sad, but the reality of how 
outsourcing companies work." 


In a bid to appeal to publishers, Nodding 
Heads committed to the ambitious decision of 
slicing their development timeline by almost half. 
“Since we are an untested team — a team from 
India doing this for the first time - maybe people 
are not ready to trust us yet, and it's a big ask,” 
Ghosh says. "We actually changed the entire 
timeline and the budget of the game. We literally 
cut down our original timeline from 24 months to 
14 months, and the budget as well, so 
somebody would actually fund us." 

Nodding Heads has emerged as one of the 
first few Indian studios to receive international 
acclaim for their game. From landing Raji a 
featured spot on Microsoft's ЕЗ ID@Xbox 2018 
("We are the very first Indian indie game ever to 
make it to ЕЗІ” Maude announced on the 
Kickstarter page] to receiving the funds from 
Unreal Dev Grant = the catalyst that turned things 
around - the journey has been an emotional 
rollercoaster for the studio. And as it's the first 
Indian game to be so prominently featured across 
international showcases and platforms, Ghosh 
admits the team are constantly pushing themselves 
to deliver something that's worthy of representing 
India on the international games scene. 

^We did want to put India on the game dev 
map, we wanted to make sure that the motive we 
started this studio on was to make a quality game 
that can compete in the international market. 
There isn't any studio from India that was doing 
that, and we wanted to set the path,” she says. 

Yet as Rají's popularity has grown, it has also 
attracted some criticism. A Vice article, published 
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in October, points that out Raji’s vision of Indian 
history and culture has largely been intluenced by 
Hindutva, a form of Hindu nationalism that has 
become mainstream in Indian politics in recent 
years. The author suggests that Raji has 
inadvertently erased Muslims trom its narrative, 
despite the prominence of Mughal architecture, 
a type of Indo-slamic art style that has heavily 
inspired the game's setting. When asked about 
this, the trio insist, with some frustration, that this 
author is "blowing this out of proportion". 

“We are not professing its history [of 
Hinduism]," says Maude. "When he talks about 
the Asuras as being Muslim, and then Raji being 
Hindu, he's drawing those parallels. And if he's 


am Eae. 


LEFT Raji: An Ancient Epic was the first Indian indie game to be shown at E3, after Microsoft 
included it іп 2018's ID Xbox. ABOVE the team attending a Twitch event, with co-founders 
Avichal Singh (centre), lan Maude (mid-right) and Shruti Ghosh (right) on stage 


people have fallen in love with what we've 
created, it's as simple as that." 

Since the game's release on Switch, Raji has 
been making waves back home in India. Singh 
enthusiastically shares that a popular Indian 
YouTube personality, Tanmay Bhat, broadcast the 
Raji trailer while livestreaming. “He mentioned it 
a few days ago, what Raji is, and that it's an 
Indian game, and then yesterday he finally played 
the game. He said on the stream that he will 
definitely buy and support it, and play and review 
it. And | think his video already has around a 
million views now, so people know about the 
game." Another celebrity, Indian rapper 
Raftaar, has also introduced the game to his 


"WE DO KNOW THAT WE WILL ALWAYS 


MAKE GAMES THAT REPRESENT 


INDIA, 


OR TELL STORIES THAT ARE HEARTFELT” 


not careful, he could spark a lot of hatred 
unnecessarily towards the development team. And 
it could quite easily get out of hand." Rather than 
being an accurate depiction of Hinduism, the 
team say Raji is largely inspired by its religious 
stories, as well as Indian mythologies. “We 
wanted to tell the stories of the gods, because 
this game was made for western audiences, this 
game was made for people who do not have an 
idea about Hindu mythology. It's just to give an 
idea [of what Hinduism is]," Ghosh says. 

Do they believe political and personal beliefs 
have a place in games? The answer is a 
resounding 'no'. "Games have been around for 
an awful long time, whether it's videogames, 
boardgames, card games, whatever games... 
there's no political motive in there at all. Our 
game has a story," Maude says. "And we hope 


following of 3.1 million Instagram fans. "These 
are signs that when we actually launch, the news 
will pick up," says Singh. 

As our interview concludes, Nodding Heads 
is hunkering down for the game's launch on other 
platforms, before taking a deserved rest. Chosh 
explains that they will take time off before 
embarking on any other creative endeavours [such 
as a second game] as a studio. "We do know 
that we will always make games that represent 
India, or tell stories that are heartfelt: that are 
closer to our heart, that we can represent the 
world [with] Indian culture and myths or anything 
to do from India. That's always been our motto. 
But what we don't know, right now, is what's 
going to be next." Maude is quick to respond: 
"Well, we just bought some books, ready to sit 
down in December and do nothing but read." В 


An early piece of concept 
art for the entrance of the 
Durga temple, in which the 
game is set. ^. Raji's 
aesthetics are heavily 
influenced by Hindu 
mythology and medieval 
Indian architecture - this 
scene is strongly reminiscent 
of Chand Baori, one of the 
most famous stepwells in 
India. © Illustrated in the 
Pahari style, Raji's 
environments are a patchwork 
of hand-painted textures, 


which are then rendered in 3D. 


Intricate sketches of the 
temple including the mandala, 
which inspired the numerous 
mini-puzzles in Raji 
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Explore the iPad 
edition of Edge for 
extra Play content 
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STILL 
PLAYING 


Kind Words PC 

Right now, it’s hard to put a price on 
somewhere you can anonymously get your 
biggest concerns off your chest and receive 
an encouraging letter or two in return. Or to 
fold up a positive message of your own into 
a paper plane and feel sure it will have 
helped someone, somewhere. Even if yov're 
uncomfortable about howling into the void 
or answering a stranger's cry, those 
blissfully calming beats are the perfect 

way to wind down alter a stressful day. 


Lonely Mountains: Downhill PC 

The sometimes brutal daily runs are fast 
(though perhaps that’s the wrong word 
given how cautiously we play) becoming a 
habit. We're not bothered about 
challenging the top of the leaderboards, 
you understand - just finishing each course 
gives us the dopamine hit we need to get 
through the day. And then there's the matter 
of the Eldfjall Island DLC, which invites us 
to remain calm while cycling through an 
active volcano. Big mood, as the kids say. 


Golf On Mars iOS 

This follow-up to cult favourite Desert 
Golfing doesn't seem to have captured 
imaginations in quite the same way. But it’s 
a lovely thing to return to in idle moments, 
its ambivalence and austerity a balm at a 
time when we're swamped by big, noisy 
blockbusters. While it keeps tabs of our total 
shot tally, there's no sense that we're ever 
being judged — so when procedural quirks 
throw up an impossible hole, we feel no 
shame in skipping to the next. 
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TUUS 


98 


102 


106 


110 


112 


114 


116 


118 


120 


122 


123 


Cyberpunk 2077 
PC, PS4, Stadia, Xbox One 


Call Of The Sea 
PC, Xbox One, Xbox Series 


Immortals Fenyx Rising 
PC, PS4, PS5, Stadia, Switch, Xbox One, Xbox Series 


rrule Warriors: Age 
Of Calamity 
Switch 


13 Sentinels: Aegis Rim 
P54 


Empire Of Sin 
PC, PS4, Switch, Xbox One 


Haven 
PC, PS4, PS5, Switch, Xbox One, Xbox Series 


Alba: A Wildlife Adventure 
PC, PS4, Xbox One 


Horace 
PC, Switch 


Tenderfoot Tactics 
PC 


Wide Ocean Big Jacket 
PC, Switch 


Endings, beginnings 


Depending on when yov're reading this, it's either the very end of one year 
or the beginning of another. It's usually a time to look back or forward - and, 
now that we have the Edge Awards wrapped up for 2020, we can't wait to 
get on with the latter. 

As we sit expectantly on the cusp of 2021, it's fitting that several of this issue's 
Play selection tind themselves straddling past and future. Cyberpunk 2077 finally 
arrives with a vision of 57 years hence (56 to you latecomers) that feels like a 
thrilling glimpse of the kind of visual complexity we should expect across games 
in general in the near future — or from those with comparable budgets, at least. 
Yet its satire is firmly stuck in the past, although that's perhaps to be expected 
given its roots in a decades-old tabletop RPG. 

Elsewhere, Hyrule Warriors: Age Of Calamity posits the seductive idea that 
an apparently inevitable catastrophe might, in tact, be 
preventable. There's similar temporal chicanery going on 
in 13 Sentinels: Aegis Rim — part of our annual catchup = 
which ultimately shows the value of everyone sticking 
together through challenging times. The delighttul Wide 
Ocean Big Jacket, meanwhile, lets us briefly forget the real 
world — rather too briefly, perhaps, since the new dawn 
arrives a little sooner than we'd like. 

Still, it's clearly the right time to move on, and so we 
do, this time with genuine hope of a return to something 
approaching normality. While we're in a rare misty-eyed 
mood, the last word must go to the flawed but fascinating 
Call Of The Sea and its closing duet, in which player 
character Norah Everhart sings, "Fate be kind to join us 
some sweet day." After so long apart trom friends and loved 
ones, there's something to which we can all look forward. 
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PLAY 


Cyberpunk 2077 


eanu Reeves is inside your head and going full 
John Wick on your psyche. To quote the man 
himself: bogus. You are V and he is Johnny 
Silverhand, a long-deceased rocker taking a joyride in 
your skull and finishing the work that dropped the 
curtain on him all those years ago. A devil on your 
shoulder, then, but also a convenient tour guide for 
Night City, albeit one who spouts as many c-bombs as 
restaurant recommendations. Think Ocarina Of Time’s 
Navi from the wrong side of the tracks. As a character, 
he’s the embodiment of Cyberpunk 2077’s most abrasive 
impulses; as a device, an ingenious method of tying 
even the most plodding map filler back to that central 
dilemma: this head ain’t big enough for the both of us, 
and it ain’t me who’s gonna leave. 

Aside from V’s body the home you share is 
remarkable, if overly familiar in its satirical targets. 


Night City presents materialism and capitalism gone 
haywire and supercharged by sinister tech, but says 
little more than RoboCop did in 1988, and says it in 
similar ways to Grand Theft Auto’s modern hellholes: 
obnoxious DJs, spoof ТУ shows and adverts that vomit 
into the sky and drown pavements with smut. But it’s 
more overwhelming than any GTA. A firstperson camera 
puts you in your place: a tiny gnat of a mercenary, forced 
to crane their neck to see the spires of success they 
aspire to, or that Silverhand would see you topple. That 
height has powerful allure, with some great missions 
punching through the smog as you rob gleaming 
penthouses or brave cruel corporate boardrooms. The 
way tasks pull you into interiors of all kinds gives a 
convincing illusion of a city rendered inside and out. 


After years of shouty marketing, the pleasant 
surprise is how much of The Witcher’s earthier charm 
survives. For all the sound and the fury of the world and 
your digital passenger, there’s poignancy to be found in 
shady corners: an awkward fumble in a storm-buffeted 
shack, or a rare pocket of calm in the arms of a cyber 
escort. The firstperson view shines in such scenes, as 
exemplary voice work and motion capture combine into 
intimate moments of virtual theatre. If anything, it’s 
slightly at odds with a main mission line that'll whip 
you to its conclusion in 20 hours if you let it. Hit the 
brakes and the supporting tales come to life, and you're 
reminded of the best of The Witcher 3. Not just the 
bleak drama of its Bloody Baron quest, but the joyful 
silliness of Hearts of Stone's Dead Man's Party, especially 
in a storyline where you atone for Silverhand's past sins 
with a cast of now-aging rockers. 

With an urban home and busy social life, Cyberpunk’s 
flow has more in common with GTA than rambling 
through a fantasy landscape. You navigate more by 
minimap breadcrumb trail than deciphering tangled slip 
roads, and chunks of the tale are spent driving from 
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Developer CD Projekt Red 
Publisher CD Projekt 

Format PC (tested), Р54, PS5, Stadia, 
Xbox One, Xbox Series 

Release Out now 


There's a distinct 
divide between 
the highly 
cinematic main 
missions and the 
gigs offered by 
the city’s fixers 


point A to point B, enjoying passenger chat. Roadsides 
are dotted with more busywork than GTA has — there 
are many repetitive gang fights unconvincingly dressed 
up as narrative events with data pads explaining who 
you just murdered. But, like a Rockstar game, Cyberpunk 
also knows to use its mammoth setting as a backdrop, 
taking you inside the hillside homes of the rich to 
momentarily enjoy Night City’s priciest panoramas or a 
freeing yarn in the deserts where a distant skyline 
serves as a tombstone for a life the locals have rejected. 

The barren Badlands are also one of the few 
locations you can let rip with raytracing graphic options 
without tanking the framerate on all but the most 
beastly of rigs. The bustling, neon-filled city centre is 
not so gentle. It should be noted that Night City is 
plagued with bugs beyond its big specification ask; 
nothing progress-breaking in our 60 hours, but beset 
with frozen HUD elements, missing dialogue lines and 
T-poses galore. That after several delays, and reports of 
extended crunch, the game releases in this state, one 
wonders if this is the right studio to be shaking its head 
at the grim business practices of the future. 

And as expertly as it captures a place and its drama, 
Cyberpunk 2077 is less confident in the nitty-gritty of 
mercenary life. There’s a distinct divide between the 
highly cinematic main missions and the gigs offered by 
the city’s fixers in which you’re given more freedom to 
express yourself through a playstyle. As engaging as its 
assignments are, you don’t dig into your mechanical 
skillset too often in the main story. You make impactful 
decisions in dialogue, but standout sandboxes are few 
and far between. Infiltrating a shopping mall is a notable 
stealth beat, and there’s atmospheric skulking to be 
done in a warehouse housing eerie parade floats, but the 
action is unusually linear given your range of toys. There 
are even on-rails shootouts and a tank section; more 
Call Of Duty than what you’d expect from a RPG. It’s 
almost as if there is V, the emotional being who shapes 
the yarn, and V, the tool you build in the inventory and 
skill trees to clear other icons off the map. 

Action, for the most part, is noisy, glossy fun. In 
Cyberpunk’s homing bullets and wall-puncturing energy 
beams there are hints of Borderlands — there’s even a 
droll, chatty pistol for diligent explorers. Like Gearbox’s 
games, gunfeel varies between brands and it takes the 
right loot drop for the action to sit right in the hand. 
Thankfully, when it does, you can hold onto that feeling 
by upgrading favoured weapons. A few early perks also 
counter the bullet-sponginess of enemies and that 
disconnect of perfect headshots merely stumbling 
goons. Given the variety of what you throw at attackers 
it’s a shame how little is returned; enemy types and 
behaviour are uninventive and don’t ask more of you 
than dodging grenades and sensible use of plentiful 
cover. Cyberpsycho boss fights across the city require 


The city is filled with clusters 
of gang activity to gun down, and 
you're free to do it without 
troubling the cops. Hitting NPCs 
does trigger a GTA-style wanted 
level, but the weirdly laid-back 
police force are easily lost by 
crouching down nearby allies. 

As a guide to the mercenary 
life, Jackie Welles is the Vesemir to 
V's Geralt. But he's also a much- 
needed dose of sincerity in 
Cyberpunk's early sensory rush; his 
childlike wonder at the city's 
legendary figures foreshadowing 
some exciting later encounters. 

V may not have Geralt's 
Witcher Sense (though an optic 
scanner comes close) but much of 
the campaign is spent on similar 
detective work, whether hunting 
clues at crime scenes or scrubbing 
memories in 'braindances' 


Objects highlighted in yellow while scanning 
contain valuable Info to help you with the ,- | CORPSE 


current job. 


~ 


If it's too easy to rely оп a favourite gun, at least they're all 
characterfully made, with bespoke scopes, interfaces and animations. Most 
desirable are the one-of-a-kind ‘iconic’ weapons earned in quests 
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т Examine the womangi body. 


more prep, but it's some way from the craft of conquering 
The Witcher 3's exotic bestiary. 

When a rival Netrunner zaps viruses into your head 
Cyberpunk finally finds a threat worthy of it. The upload 
bar triggers an invasive panic as you hunt an invisible 
aggressor or, better still, pre-empt them with a silent 
takedown. Playing a tech trickster yourself can't help 
but echo Deus Ex. Looking at hacking perks or the 
spread of purchasable quickhacks (actions you load into 
a suitably powerful cyberdeck, preventing you from 
spamming deadly moves from the off) there's a tingle of 
excitement that Cyberpunk 2077 might be an immersive 
sim on a city scale. This doesn't manifest. Interplay 
between hacks is limited and many boil down to 
distractions by different names. There's even one to 
whistle guards to your location, a 21st century skin on a 
trick that felt hackneyed in Assassin's Creed's 49BC. 

Cyberpunk 2077's stealth is easily manipulated. An 
endless loop of tempting guards with malfunctioning 
vending machines, cracking their necks and heaving 
bodies into freezers. More substantial hacks require a 
breach: an inert sequencing minigame that pauses the 
action until you make the first move. Install a pair of 
double-jumping legs and the challenge softens further 
as you bound over tricky level design. Maybe this is the 
point: it's a power fantasy, after all. But the thrill of 
similar superpowers in Dishonored or Deus Ex is having a 
foe worthy of them, or rewards for pushing beyond 
common use in a ghost or pacifist run. A few fixers pay 
cash for a silent infiltration, but given the ease of it, 
their post-mission praise rings hollow. 

Despite the simplicity of Cyberpunk’s individual 
disciplines, there are novel ideas on the fringes or in 
their interplay. Hacking in open combat, for example, 
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MOTORHEAD 
Filling your garage with cars and 
bikes is the closest thing 
Cyberpunk has to an endgame, 
its map covered in high-value 
purchases long after the story 
missions have wrapped up. 
What to do with said fleet in a 
crime-free world is a mystery, 
though there's undeniable 
pleasure in discovering their 
distinct handling models 
(steering throughout hits a nice 
arcade sweet spot) and ogling 
minutely detailed dashboards. 
The MaiMai is our pick of the 
bunch, a truncated number that 
resembles a seat on four wheels 
and has big Game Boy Advance 
SP energy. Of course, Johnny 
Silverhand gets the shiniest toy: 
a ludicrously pretty 1977 
Porsche 930 Turbo. Sometimes 
it pays to have a preening 
rockstar in your brain. 


Interiors buzz with more nuanced life than outside streets full of milling 
NPCs. Small stories play out in background chatter and bar and shop staff 
throw in a bit of expository colour alongside traditional merchant services 


lets you hammer squads with viruses or jam guns with 
quickhacks, while melee combat is pleasingly workable 
thanks to adrenaline-pumping perks that push through 
the pain barrier of bullets and bring katanas within fatal 
range. Given how viable it can be (and how slick the 
swords look) it's a shame the swordplay is as basic as 
Skyrim's, but there's no denying CD Projekt Red delivers 
very playable versions of major sci-fi assassin tropes. 

Perhaps it's asking too much for punishing stealth 
and experimental problem solving in what aims to be 
huge, mainstream entertainment. And the accessible 
mechanical spread is fundamentally what empowers 
designers to serve up diverse action set-pieces most 
RPGs would relegate to cutscenes. As you frantically 
escape a botched heist or assassinate targets around an 
aerial parade, the last thing on your mind are all the 
moving parts not in play. But once your pulse regulates 
and you're left to your own devices, it's impossible not 
to look at pockets loaded with untouched consumables 
and mods and wonder if the balance of the world and its 
systems isn't off. Hard difficulty comes recommended 
as standard, but even here the granular nerdiness and 
blockbuster thrills never quite gel. 

V isn't the only one with two souls wrestling for one 
body. Cyberpunk 2077 ends up being а sometimes- 
unnecessary exercise in building a better merc, and a 
propulsive open-world tale about building a better life. 
If you can ignore the inconsistencies of the former and 
enjoy the latter, there's a lot to love in Night City. But if 
Johnny Silverhand teaches us anything, it's that 
two heads aren't always better than one. 


PLAY 


Post Script 


Cyberounk’s tale is a triumph of tone over consequence 


orporate stooge. Plucky urchin. Desert wanderer. 

No, not the descriptor on our Edge business 

cards, but the three life paths you choose 
between when building your V at Cyberpunk’s outset. 
This 16 followed by а bespoke prologue for each 
background that establishes your relationship with 
Night City. The Badlands Nomad has to break into it, 
the Street Kid banters their way through it and the 
Arasaka Corpo loses their place at the top of it. T'hat 
last one is understandably necessary for any of the 
following story to work, but a brief penthouse reign 
does raise a tantalising ‘what if’ vision of Cyberpunk 
where you get to tackle the story from a position of 
power. If only for the better photo mode opportunities 
you find on the 97th floor. 

In truth, these prologues are little more than 
movement tutorials and a quick blast of world building, 
though the Nomad does get to squeal a rumbustious 
jalopy around the desert outlands that aren't available 
until much later in the others' tales. It's certainly not 
the first game to use biography as a hero building block. 
2020 alone has seen the early access release of Baldur's 
Gate 3, where tens of tags — racial, social and 
geographical — influence what can and can't be said. It's 
similar, if simplified, here, with some short throwaway 


Cyberpunk 
2077 is a lot 
more successful 
when it uses 
roleplaying 
decisions to shift 
tone, rather than 
direction 


missions that reference your roots and dialogue 
befitting your upbringing. The Nomad has a natural in 
with that community when encountered in the main 
storyline, for example. 

In our main Corpo playthrough, V's past results in 
insider knowledge of the company at the heart of the 
game's central mystery, and has more opportunities to 
disgust Johnny Silverhand with an affinity for a world 
he's keen to incinerate. It also lets you dress down bar 
staff, which actually feels like a Silverhand move. But 
given this dramatic schism — if you choose to lean into 
it, of course — it's notable how little these inputs alter 
the tale. Your relationship with Silverhand seems 
destined to play out in a given way and you are merely 
putting inflections on that fate. Like voicing your 
disapproval at a board meeting and having it vanish as 
matter of record into the minutes. Sorry, that's the 
Corpo in us talking. 


Searching for consequences in Cyberpunk 
2077, testing the elasticity with handy save files, reveals 
a tale that is largely fixed, with shifting cameos around 
the edges and nods to the actions that got them there. 
Reinstating a gang leader earns their warm welcome 
tens of hours later, say, while disrupting a politician's 
reelection campaign gets you blocked on their phone. 
More wounding than some of the deaths, all told. The 
main divergence comes at the end, where time spent 


schmoozing side characters unlocks very different final 
hours. T'hese scenarios are exciting and worth 
exploring, though none of the four we've witnessed 
feels totally complete. An expansive cast of likable allies 
is siphoned into separate branches in these finales, so 
you're always left pondering someone's fate. Small 
updates over the credits fill a few gaps, but are too curt 
considering what we've been through together. 

Cyberpunk 2077 is a lot more successful when it uses 
roleplaying decisions to shift tone, rather than 
direction. Take V's sparring with Johnny Silverhand. As 
mentioned, there's a prescribed thawing naturally baked 
into the story, but the ride towards that can be more or 
less exhausting depending on the fight you put up. The 
Johnny in multiple players’ heads is no different in what 
he does or wants, but the vibe of your time with him 
can shift to something less coarse if you want it to. It 
helps that his presence is unknown to the outside 
world, casting him more as a paragon/renegade 
barometer in tight trousers, his ‘internal’ commentary 
giving voice to your standing in Night City — or at least 
his estimation of it, which is probably on the money. 

A lot more than Johnny factors into the morphing 
mood of the city. Exclusive life-path dialogue unlocks 
lore and exposition that naturally alters your 
perception: the Corpo drawing out the more noble 
traditions of Arasaka corporation, the Street Kid 
revealing some harder truths in the city's lower ranks. 
And which spokes of the story you opt to visit have a 
dramatic effect. When we first reached the point of no 
return, quite early in our playthrough, the tenor of the 
world was one of cold, unknowable conspiracy, more 
Blade Runner than anything else. But stepping away 
from the corporate shenanigans that dominate the 
central arc saw a clear softening. It can be a sun- 
bleached romp out in the Badlands, or a sincere tale of 
do-gooders overcoming cynicism. There are even strains 
of romantic nostalgia: a scene where one hardened merc 
spots an old artefact from their past and breaks 
character for just a second is as human a moment as 
you'll find in this brash din. 

The key choice you're afforded is the opportunity to 
miss these or play them in an order that'll see the 
personality of Night City change from game to game. 
For us, what seemed brittle 30 hours ago now feels a lot 
more hopeful; others may tap into the fun much earlier 
only to see it sour as they rub shoulders with serial 
killers and the despondent law enforcers out to stop 
them. In Cyberpunk 2077 your past may shape who you 
are and your future may be set in stone, but the present 
is what you make of it. Johnny Silverhand would puke at 
such fortune-cookie philosophy, but you could always 
tell him to pipe down. The choice is yours. Bl 
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PLAY 


Call Of The Sea 


s her boat pulls into shore, Norah Everhart's 
curiosity is aroused. “There’s definitely 
something strange about this place,” she muses. 
Not half. Set in the 1930s, her voyage begins with eerie 
Cthuvian whispers, bizarre underwater dreams and then 


a note written in French, of which she can translate two 
words: ‘island’ and ‘death’ These are the kinds of 
portents you’d find at the opening of a schlocky 
B-movie horror. But while this South Pacific island 
certainly isn’t the sun-kissed paradise it first appears to 
be as she steps onto its pristine sands, that opening is 
equally misleading. Out Of The Blue’s firstperson 
adventure is far from done wrongfooting you — though 
it’s confounding in bad ways as well as good. 

It starts unpromisingly, with some of the clumsiest 
exposition we’ve encountered in some time — and that’s 
going some given how many videogames we've played in 
2020. “Those horrible dreams again!” Norah gasps. “I’ve 
had them repeatedly ever since my mother died and left 
me that music box in her will.” It’s not the only time 
we’re treated to this kind of info dump, either. With 
very little prompting, we learn the precise nature of 
Norah’s voyage: she’s investigating the disappearance of 
her husband Harry, who has failed to return from an 
expedition. In her room she finds a photograph with a 
key taped to the back and a set of supposedly ‘enigmatic 
instructions, which appear to be fairly straightforward 
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directions to his last-known location. In case we were іп 
any doubt as to her mission, she's considerately defaced 
the picture by writing ‘find him’ in capitals on the front. 


Things do improve as the developer finds its 
storytelling feet, though this kind of excessive detail is a 
persistent problem. To a point, it's understandable. This 
is, after all, the studio's debut, and it's evidently keen 
not to leave anyone behind — particularly as the plot 
takes a sharp left turn or two. And it's certainly not the 
only game this month to diminish the sense of discovery 
by having a character respond to something before 
you've had chance to take it in — whether that be a 
surprising sight, an unexpected revelation or the meaning 
of a particular find. We've long been fans of Cissy Jones' 
voice work, but during her search for Harry (although in 
Jones' laudable attempt at a clipped RP accent, it comes 
out more like ‘Herry’) we sometimes find ourselves 
wishing she'd shut up for five minutes. All the same, 
there's something about her palpable delight at being on 
a proper adventure that just about compensates for the 
times we wish she'd give us room to think. 

You'll need to do a bit of that to solve the 
environmental puzzles that slow her journey inland. 
And here, at last, Out Of The Blue does hold back a 
little, as you wrangle with a variety of stone and wooden 
contraptions, pulling levers to open gates and rotating 
segmented tiki statues to reveal secret rooms. Though 
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Developer Out Of The Blue 
Publisher Raw Fury 

Format PC (tested), Xbox One, 
Xbox Series 

Release Out now 


The challenges 
gradually grow 
more complex, 
with the 
explorable area 
often scaling up 
to match 


ISLE OF VIEW 

This is a very pretty game in 
places, overcoming its technical 
limitations to produce delightful 
sights. We might roll our eyes a 
little when Norah gushes "What 
a beautiful mountainous 
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landscape!" while peering 
through a hole in a carved 
figure, but she's not wrong: the 
stylised aesthetic combined with 
the almost total absence of UI 
means some views look like 
hand-painted postcards. There's 
plenty of environmental 
diversity, too, particularly as we 
head inland: indigenous idols 
are juxtaposed with colossal 
basalt formations that don't 
seem entirely of this world, 
while fantastical late-game 
sequences create dreamlike 
imagery from everyday 
surroundings. It's only a pity we 
can't admire all this without 
being told how to feel. 


Norah will scribble down items of importance in her 
journal, you're otherwise left to solve these on your 
own. There are no subtle musical shifts to let you know 
you're on the right track; it's only when you have the 
full solution that the way forward will reveal itself. T'he 
challenges gradually become more complex, too, with 
the explorable area often scaling up to match. As such, 
Norah's painfully slow movement, even when sprinting, 
makes a few of these puzzles laborious — particularly 
those involving fiddling with ancient mechanisms that 
trigger environmental changes elsewhere. At times, it 
feels like a firstperson Zelda on Valium, or Myst if its 
arcane conundrums had all been half-solved by a 
previous visitor (in the majority of cases, you're aided 
by notes left behind by Harry, who's already had to 
figure all this out) and just needed completing by 
someone whose inner monologue barely pauses for 
breath. Yet you're only ever given nudges in the right 
direction. How the various pieces fit together is left to 
you to chew over — and in a few cases, while you're 
constantly aware of Norah's ultimate goal, it's not always 
immediately clear what your next objective might be. 

That in itself is bracing; meanwhile, as discoveries 
get stranger, and you stumble across disturbing evidence 
of the way the expedition fell apart, the central plot 
thickens and grows more absorbing. There is a change in 
Norah, too, and not just in the way her newfound 
confidence and courage seems to be having a positive 
effect on the debilitating illness for which Harry first 
set out to find a cure. While it would be ungracious to 
detail precisely how the island's deepest, darkest secrets 
affect her (at least, within the confines of a review; our 
Post Script over the page gives the game away) suffice it 
to say it's a transformative experience for our protagonist 
in more ways than one. The Lovecraft influence becomes 
more explicit with the presence of a viscous black ooze 
with seemingly otherworldly properties, alongside 
murals depicting a race of fish-like creatures. Yet while 
the influence of a higher power is felt, it's not 
necessarily a hostile one. T'his is never a scary game — 
albeit partly because we're always privy to Norah's 
instant reaction to unusual occurrences before we've 
had time to process our own thoughts. The writers fail 
to realise that having your protagonist remark upon 
something being ominous instantly makes it less so. 

If moments like these betray a slight lack of self- 
confidence from the studio — in either its storytelling or 
players’ ability to follow the plot — the final third 
suggests otherwise. As the developer makes some bold 
choices (with most paying off) Nora faces a big decision 
of her own, with one option leading to a particularly 
striking end that leans into the game’s weirder side. So 
yes, there’s definitely something strange about this 
place — and it’s those peculiarities that, for all its n 
flaws, make this Call worth heeding. 


ABOVE One thing Call Of The Sea understands about cosmic horror is that 
not all mysteries should have clear answers, even by the end. There are a 
few curious discoveries we're still thinking about beyond the credit roll 


TOP The word 'ichor' is used quite a 
lot – it turns out we've been 
pronouncing it wrongly all these 
years — as the black goop factors 
into a range of puzzles. This one is 
trickier than most, partly thanks to 
a slightly unclear sketch. 

MAIN Though seemingly 
reinvigorated by her quest to find 
her missing husband, Norah's 
leisurely running speed doesn't 
pick up. This particular puzzle takes 
ages to solve - not because it's 
difficult but because its constituent 
parts are spread so widely. 

LEFT If the island looks attractive 
but oddly lifeless in stills, trust us, 
that's not the case when you're 
playing the game. Sound design, 
lighting and music generate much 
of the eerie atmosphere 
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Harry's a little inconsistent in his clues. 
His desire not to complete every puzzle 
makes sense in the context of the story 


Post Script 


Why Norah's quest isn't quite the tale of empowerment it could have been [contains spoilers] 


hen we interviewed Call Of The 
Sea’s creative lead Tatiana Delgado 
back in E347, it became clear that 
while Norah isn't exactly a self-insert, in 
many ways her journey mirrors the studio's 
own. А small team of experienced developers 
keen to spread their wings, Out Of The Blue's 
debut is, at least for a while, in lockstep with 
its protagonist's story. Its early steps are a 
little tentative, but it gradually gains 
confidence as it progresses. 

We learn plenty about Norah within the 
opening chapter. She's a 40-something art 
teacher suffering from a mysterious malaise, 
though it doesn't become apparent until later 
on that she feels stifled in other ways, too. As 
her voiceover makes plain, she feels liberated 
by her adventures: encouraged, perhaps, to 
make big changes for the first time. Though if 
her life evidently hasn't been fulfilling her 
needs for some time, it's equally clear that her 
affection for Harry remains. This isn't as 
straightforward as a need to escape a loveless 
marriage; indeed, Harry's own role here is 
crucial in helping her realise she might need 
to strike out alone. 

It's here that we must enter spoiler 
territory, because it transpires that Norah is 
no ordinary art teacher, and that the game's 
title isn't merely an encouragement to sail out 
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to new horizons. Those nightmares weren't 
actually nightmares at all: Norah really does 
belong beneath the waves, her hands 
becoming webbed, scaly flippers as she swims 
effortlessly without needing to surface for air. 
Those strange fish-like creatures on the 
murals she finds dotted around the island? 
Turns out she's one of them. That Cthuvian 
language? She can speak it. 

For a while, we're not entirely sure what to 
think. Is her illness simply a reflection of the 
way she's steadily dying inside, trapped in a 
cosy but boring life at home that prevents her 
from achieving her full potential, or realising 
her own dreams? Perhaps. But as we've 
established, Harry is a loving and supportive 
husband, so it's not quite as simple as that. 
And a late-game revelation makes it clear that 
he's actually been leading her on a paper trail 
the whole time. АП those letters and 
suspiciously-unlocked lockboxes are there to 
guide her to a truth he's already realised: there 
is no cure for her condition, and he knows 
what she has to do to be rid of it. 

If this is a tale of self-actualisation, then, 
it falters when we realise Harry has effectively 
been pulling the strings to get Norah to this 
point. And her emancipation is also 
undermined slightly by the way the puzzles 
are constructed: her husband, after all, has 


done much of the working out already. True, 
Norah is still tasked with deciphering those 
strange glyphs, and cross-referencing 
environmental features with her own journal 
sketches. In that sense, then, solving these 
puzzles almost feels like a co-operative effort. 
Which, you could argue, works as a comment 
on their marriage: even apart, the couple are 
still working as a team. 

That's reflected in the final choice, where 
Norah is given the chance to stay with Harry 
until her illness claims her, or to, well, swim 
off into the sunset. Take that at face value, 
and it's troubling: there is something slightly 
offensive about the notion that you can 
choose between living out the rest of your life 
with a degenerative disease, or else throw 
your lot in with the Great Old Ones and 
extend it (possibly indefinitely, it's suggested) 
as a mercreature of sorts. 

Yet maybe it's simply that we've been 
deceived, and that the story Out Of The Blue 
really wanted to tell was one of a couple 
whose lives have started to head in different 
directions. Either way, as Cissy Jones and Yuri 
Lowenthal sing a duet over the credits, we 
realise we've grown rather fond of these two 
‘dear old pals’ Despite its missteps, Call Of 
The Sea makes us care about them both, and 
that's worth celebrating. Bi 
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Immortals Fenyx Rising 


elda meets Hades? Not quite. Yet while it owes 
plenty to Nintendo's astonishing sandbox, Ubisoft 
Quebec's game of gods and monsters is as much 
breath of fresh air as Breath Of The Wild. Between that 
title, its magpie spirit, some odd control quirks and old- 
fashioned puzzle design, Immortals Fenyx Rising often 
feels like a scrappy but likeable throwback to the PS2 
era. Its world is overstuffed and its systems occasionally 
undercooked, but it’s thrown together in a way that 
gives it a plucky underdog vibe (inasmuch as an open- 
world game made by hundreds of staff from one of the 
industry’s biggest publishers can be described as such). 

Still, in a genre dominated by long-running series 
with extensive backstory, it’s a treat to play an adventure 
that demands no prior knowledge. You could brush up 
on your Greek mythology — though if you’ve played a 
certain Roguelike lately, that’s all the required reading 
you'll need. Yet Hades proves a thorn in Immortals’ side: 
their proximity makes comparisons inevitable, and the 
latter is competing with a game whose gods are better- 
written (and better-looking). It’s not that Immortals’ 
script is bad, its irreverent humour landing plenty of 
hits among the swings and misses — which is entirely in 
keeping with the eager-to-please approach of everything 
else. But goodness, does it love the sound of its own 
voice. Wherever you travel, your journey is soundtracked 
by the booming tones of narrator Prometheus — the 
straight man of its central comedy double-act — with 
Zeus interjecting, if only to snicker at something 
vaguely suggestive. The decision to have everyone speak 
in cod-Greek accents, meanwhile, saps the humour from 
some exchanges, while others could use a trim. That said, 
we'll take single entendres about Hephaistos’s hammer 
over po-faced sermonising about honour any day. 


Whether you choose a male or female hero, 
Fenyx is similarly light on their feet. Combat has a zip 
that’s often lacking in sandbox adventures, without ever 
feeling weightless. Though dodge and run being mapped 
to the X button (on Series X, at least) is certainly a 
choice, you’ll soon be dancing rings around the rank and 
file, leaping up to swing a long-handled axe at winged 
opponents, while dicing up guards and beasts with 
quick jabs of your sword. The heavier weapon, in truth, 
seems a bit too useful, dealing extra damage per hit 
while filling up a stun gauge that leaves your target 
seeing stars, letting you get in plenty of free jabs while 
they recover. Throw in a ground-shaking mythical 
hammer attack and the ability to call your pet phoenix 
Phosphor to dive-attack enemies, and you'll be tempted 
to wade into skirmishes en route to your next objective 
rather than avoid them. Flight is, however, useful when 
you're short of health-giving pomegranates to scoff or 
blend into potion form: a pair of wings functions like 
Link's paraglider, with a stamina meter eventually 
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Developer/publisher Ubisoft (Quebec) 
Format Luna, PC, Р54, PS5, Stadia, Xbox 
One, Xbox Series (tested) 

Release Out now 


In a genre 
dominated by 
long-running 
series, its a 
treat to play an 
adventure that 
demands no 
prior knowledge 


HORSE PLAY 

If Breath Of The Wild's mounts 
were wasted on a Hyrule that 
rarely required you to saddle up 
(particularly once you finished 
the DLC and unlocked a faster 
way to get around), /mmortals 
makes its steeds more valuable. 
Even the rarer ones are relatively 
easily tamed: simply crouch and 
walk slowly toward them to 
avoid scaring them off, and 
they'll soon acclimatise to your 
presence, with one button press 
enough to win them over. They 
can be summoned instantly, 

too — one of Immortals’ greatest 
joys is the way Fenyx leaps up 
and lands astride their mount in 
a single fluid movement. You're 
not limited to horses, either: 
within a few hours we're riding 
around on a beautiful blue 
unicorn, with three stamina bars 
letting us gallop some way 
without stopping. 


forcing you earthward (unless you've pocketed enough 
blue mushrooms or bought the right upgrades to keep 
you airborne for longer). 

Talking of which, between the blessings bestowed 
upon you by the likes of Aphrodite, Ares and Athena for 
completing their quests, you'll have enough boons to 
make Zagreus jealous. Meanwhile, Ubisoft Quebec has 
kept its loot game pleasantly uncomplicated. By open- 
world standards, the volume of gear and weapons here 
is small. But each discovery feels meaningful, and even 
the most basic kit can be upgraded; within the first few 
hours we have an axe that lasts us for the next 20 or so. 
And if a mighty but ugly helmet would spoil your 
ensemble but you like the combo boost it offers, you 
can transfer its ability to one that suits your aesthetic. 
Its flexibility extends to the openness of its world: after 
a short time you're given free rein to proceed as you like, 
with pop-ups warning when you’re in the vicinity of 
legendary creatures you're likely to struggle against, and 
difficulty settings attributed to the underground Vaults. 

These challenges — the equivalent of Zelda's 
shrines — are where Immortals comes unstuck. The 
change of pace is initially welcome, but in many cases 
these puzzles are more time-consuming than ingenious. 
They're often well-worn ideas, too. Brazier-lighting 
sequences might well be refreshed by having you 
manually steer with the right stick (and, later, adjusting 
its speed with the left) but we're still shooting arrows 
through flames to burn away obstructions. Telekinesis 
doesn't make stacking boxes to reach platforms any 
more enjoyable. Manoeuvring giant bronze orbs into 
place is tedious, even without spotty targeting; they're 
far better used as wrecking balls, as we yank levers to 
blast them into stone walls to reveal the path forward. 
The puzzles above ground aren't up to much, either — 
fetching cabbages from nearby roof gardens isn't the 
normal way of things, true, but placing three of them on 
plinths to open a door feels awfully familiar. 

Yet you're soon onto the next task, and then the next, 
without too much time to focus on those rough edges. 
Sure, Hephaistos's part of the kingdom is aggressively 
brown; the motion blur when you're sprinting or 
galloping turns Aphrodite's idyllic springs into an 
unattractive smear; updraughts inexplicably carry you 
just short of a platform; several upgrades are handed to 
you without explanation. And yet when we're not 
checking our phone during its unskippable cutscenes, 
we're swept along by its sheer exuberance. Above all, 
there is something about the way it refuses to take itself 
seriously that makes its shortcomings a little easier to 
forgive. There is, seemingly, no grand plan here; no 
desire to turn this into a decades-spanning franchise. 
It's just an old-fashioned videogame in contemporary 
trappings that wants you to enjoy yourself. Play it n 
with a forgiving eye, and you probably will. 
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* ° Roll the Pearl tothe ocean 


ABOVE The world can look gorgeous at times, particularly when seen from 
the air. Its characters, falling into that awkward middle ground between 
cartoonish and realistic, are a little too Xbox Avatar for our tastes 


MAIN If the Zelda lifts weren't 
enough, this mission reminds us of 
Super Mario Sunshine's dreaded 
watermelon festival. Happily, this 
isn't nearly so exacting. 

ABOVE There's a bit of character in 
the animations. Sometimes you'll 
slap the top of a treasure chest 
before it opens, at others you'll 
bring your foot down to flip the lid. 
LEFT Aphrodite may be better- 
dressed than her Hades 
counterpart, but her humour is 
definitely on the cruder side 
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Fenyx beheld a magnificent structure - the Archives ~a place to study the heroics and strategies of 
past glories. 


The gods’ guidance is handy, though it 
can spoil things: one character's identity 
is given away before they've revealed it 


Why Immortals’ exploration takes the mystery out of the mythical 


rriving at the Hall Of The Gods, we're 

about to luxuriate in the views from 

the top, when booming-voiced 
narrator Prometheus decides to intervene yet 
again. “Тһе sight of the great Hall took 
Fenyx's breath away,” he says, grandly. We'd 
rather like it to have taken ours away, 
Prometheus, old chum. Granted, we've 
benefitted from your razor boons several 
times this year, and don't think we don't 
appreciate it. But, well, why not let us 
experience the majesty for ourselves rather 
than just telling us about it? And besides, it's 
not quite as splendid as you're suggesting. 

It's a similar story when we find ourselves 
scaling the various god statues across the 
island, from which we're invited to gaze out to 
defog the map. In each case, the climb itself is 
enjoyable enough: as in Breath Of The Wild, 
we need to keep a watchful eye on our stamina 
meter, resting at the right spots to replenish it 
before continuing our ascent. Yet the route up 
seems oddly prescribed — unlike in Zelda, 
there's no additional challenge to factor in, 
making it more akin to Shadow Of The 
Colossus, but without the danger of being 
shaken off. And if you were in any doubt 
about your approach being the ‘right’ one, 
your upward journey is accompanied by 
further narration as you reach certain points. 
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Worse is to come when you reach the top. 
Here, surely, is your opportunity to pinpoint 
distant landmarks, perhaps to plant a 
waypoint marker to guide you when you're 
back at ground level. But no — or not yet, at 
any rate. Rather, control is taken away from 
you as a cutscene kicks in, the camera 
whirling around Fenyx and settling upon the 
most significant places of interest, with 
Prometheus elaborating to explain exactly 
what we're looking at. “Аге we on a guided 
tour here or something?" Zeus moans. The 
god's got a point. 

As they say, many a true word's spoken in 
jest — and if a game's script is jokily 
complaining about a design choice, it's usually 
a bad one. If Ubisoft Quebec hoped to make 
an open-world game that learned from the 
lessons of Breath Of The Wild — which, in all 
fairness, built upon genre foundations that 
the publisher itself helped establish — then 
this part, at least, is an abject failure. Even if 
Ubisoft Quebec's aim is to differentiate 
Immortals from its genre-mates, there must 
surely be a better solution than this. Why not 
afford us the freedom to highlight each of the 
key locations for ourselves and then have the 
narrator tell us about them? 

It's all the more strange when you consider 
that you're then given the opportunity to 


scout around and pinpoint other locations to 
investigate. But again, rather than simply 
showing us something unusual to draw our 
attention and lure us off into the landscape, 
we're guided by rumbling in the controller, 
the buzz of feedback growing more insistent 
the closer we get to where it wants us to look. 
Then we're prompted to tap a button to reveal 
precisely what we'll find there. In some 

cases — when we spy the telltale twinkle of an 
Ambrosia crystal, for example — the help feels 
unnecessary. In others, it's tantamount to a 
minor spoiler. We now know when we get to 
those mysterious ruins in the middle distance 
that a chest with some new gear awaits us 
inside. It dampens the fun. 

Sure, the splatter of icons that now 
clutters up the map is a time-saver when 
you're looking for something specific. 
Evidently Ubisoft Quebec has decided that 
convenience is more important than stoking 
the player's curiosity. But we can't help but 
feel it betrays a lack of trust in its own world 
designers to subtly steer players towards its 
most exciting discoveries, and in us to have 
the drive to seek them out. Despite all the 
departures highlighted in our review, where it 
counts most, Immortals is held back by its 
eagerness to revert to the icon-littered 
Ubisoft open-world blueprint. 
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Hyrule Warriors: Age Of Calamity 


annily pitched as a prequel to Breath Of The Wild 

rather than a follow-up to Hyrule Warriors, Age 

Of Calamity is a Musou game through and 
through. We imagine that fact will already have 
disappointed more than a few unsuspecting players who 
were anticipating something quite different — perhaps 
its inspiration's combination of serenity and spectacle, 
rather than a game that firmly focuses its efforts on the 
latter. And yet a series that has evolved at a glacial pace 
over the past two decades hasn't just borrowed Wild's 
aesthetic, much of its interface and several of its 
characters, but something of its pioneering spirit, too. 
The result is the most invigorating refinement of that 
stubbornly traditional Musou core in a long time. 

Fans of Omega Force's hack-and-slash series will be 
familiar with the smug dismissals that it's nothing 
more than a monotonous button-masher, while shrewd 
Observers will recognise a kernel of truth in that 
statement. Age Of Calamity, like the others, is more 
single-minded than mindless: those familiar with the 
mainline Warriors games (or their many spin-offs) will 
appreciate its light strategic elements, and the way 
battlefield efficiency is encouraged and gently rewarded, 
without punishing players who really do just want to 
press Y and X repeatedly and see hundreds of dull-witted 
enemies fall down. But the developer takes all of that and 
stirs in many of the elements that made Wild's combat 
so versatile. The use of runic magic, elemental powers 
and environmental features feels less freeform here, but 
it lends a variety and grandeur to encounters — making 
for possibly the most satisfying Musou combat to date. 

Inevitably, Link is the de facto hero, and his presence 
is required during the story missions, although you can 
often choose which partners he enters the fray alongside. 
But while he's capable of handling a range of weapons, 
from a soup ladle to a claymore, each providing him 
with a different moveset, you'll probably be tempted to 
spend more time with the rest. Take Zelda, whose 
Sheikah Slate has an extra memory part slotted in to 
boost its various runes. Her quick attacks might be 
slower than most, but each successive one uses a 
different power: Magnesis, Cryonis, then Stasis. The 
Slate's internal camera lets her take a snap of all 
enemies in front, with each gurning Bokoblin or leering 
Lizalfos captured within the frame blown away when the 
shutter clicks. Talk about a photobomb. 

Impa, meanwhile, is a revelation. Much younger than 
her Breath Of The Wild counterpart, she flits about, 
conjuring then absorbing runic symbols to power up 
attacks, as she's joined by a group of spectral allies, each 
attack producing a cascade of paper talismans. She, too, 
can harness Sheikah abilities: while Link's Cryonis spell 
lets him leap off the resulting ice block to turn a string 
of regular attacks into an aerial combo, Impa can ride 
around on hers, knocking over any grunts in her path. 
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Developer Omega Force 
Publisher Nintendo 
Format Switch 

Release Out now 


There is no 
denying the 
pleasure in 
watching hordes 
of enemies 
stomped 
underfoot and 
blown away 


COG IN THE MACHINE 
You're joined on your quest by 
a tiny Guardian sent back from 
the future to warn of the 
impending Calamity. It looks like 
a robot egg on legs, while its 
whistling ‘voice’ makes it sound 
like one of the Clangers. But as 
well as fulfilling a key narrative 
role, it'll helpfully point you in 
the right direction when you're 
looking at the top-down map of 
Hyrule between story missions. 
Sometimes it'll recommend 
short asides designed to 
acclimatise you to specific 
weapons or abilities, while at 
others it'll remind you to fuse 
weapons to increase their 
power, or fulfil villager requests 
to unlock stores and training 
facilities. Happily, you can 
unlock it as a playable fighter, 
though it's a time-consuming 
process — and you'll need to 
finish the campaign first. 


Wild's four champions are next to be recruited, and 
though Revali's ability to hover above the battlefield 
makes for a novel fighting style, the standout is Gerudo 
warrior queen Urbosa. Dancing around her opponent 
during her special, she unleashes crackling bolts of 
electricity at each cardinal point, before turning to face 
the camera and snapping her fingers to call down a 
lightning strike that zaps anything in the vicinity. And 
if there are bombs within its radius, then you might 
even set the onlookers just beyond on fire. 


This display of insouciant devastation is typical of 
a game that revels in the series’ tendency towards 
excess — which reaches its apotheosis (or for some, its 
nadir) in the sequences where you finally get to control 
Hyrule's Divine Beasts. Playing as Daruk, piloting Vah 
Rudania down the spiralling slopes of Death Mountain 
from a firstperson perspective, you'll find it almost 
impossible to see what's going on — or to find yourself 
in any danger whatsoever, for that matter. Still, there is 
no denying the pleasure in watching hordes of enemies 
stomped underfoot, swept aside, set aflame and blown 
away, the body count hitting four figures within a 
minute, the framerate happily tanking to accommodate 
such formidable might. Messy, one-note and operatically 
silly, these short set-pieces carry a similar thrill to the 
EDF games: evoking the scale of a battle so momentous 
the Switch simply isn't equipped to contain it. 

Age Of Calamity includes a range of unlikely 
holdovers from the older game, in fact. Korok seeds can 
be unearthed from sparkling patches of ground tucked 
away in corners of the battlegrounds. Defeating stronger 
enemies and opening chests yields ingredients that can 
be combined into meals that can be eaten before battle to 
boost your attack power, movement speed, elemental 
resistances and more. Last-minute dodges open up your 
enemies to a Flurry Rush, just as they did in Wild, while 
apples can once again be baked by applying heat to make 
them more nourishing. There are similarities, too, in the 
structure of the story, which involves gathering a band 
of heroes to defeat an encroaching evil — and there are 
more allies than you might expect. You'll have recruited 
the four Champions within the first two chapters, with 
more than half the unlockable characters still to come. 

What a pity, then, that the story is the one element 
that doesn't have the courage to stay true to its 
narrative successor, with a late-game development that 
undercuts Wild's darker side in favour of an MCU-style 
retcon. Perhaps a downbeat ending was never on the 
cards, or perhaps Nintendo decided 2020 didn't need to 
be any bleaker, but it's a letdown all the same. Still, as 
we yomp across the map, watching it turn from red to 
blue — not for the first time this year — we're reminded 
of that old Warriors spirit, where good always 
manages to triumph over evil. And we smile. 


RIGHT The Yiga Clan plays а larger 
role this time, though they're still 
likely to be humiliated by Link. 
MAIN Link can shield-surf between 
areas - skittling any smaller 
enemies in his path in the process — 
which is probably the best reason 
to stick with him. 

BOTTOM Urbosa may be close to a 
typical Musou character, but she 
wields her scimitar with such style 
that you'll want to pick her 
whenever you have the choice 
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adorable little tyke is a young Prince Sidon, son of King Dorephan 
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13 Sentinels: Aegis Rim 


here may be no more accurate summary of 

Vanillaware's ambitious sci-fi saga than Benoit 

Blanc's oft-quoted reflection on the whodunnit in 
Rian Johnson's Knives Out: *It makes no damn sense. 
Compels me, though.” Both are absolutely true here: this 
visual novel/strategy hybrid has a plot that regularly 
sprints headlong down narrative cul-de-sacs only to 
manoeuvre its way out of them with a handy deus ex 
machina. Occasionally it goes off at tangents that at the 
time seem peripheral to the main plot, but later gain 
greater significance. It indulges in pointless but 
memorable character quirks, frequently repeats itself and 
asks characters to deliver great screeds of exposition 
that can only be there for the player's benefit. It's the 
kind of tale where one scene takes place in 2024, before 
a'six months later’ caption pops up and the next 
moment we emerge in 1985. Such temporal tomfoolery 
is not only par for the course, but a relatively minor 
element of a confounding, corkscrewing narrative. 

No explanation of the plot — at least not without 
taking up the entirety of the Play section — could 
adequately cover what happens here. Suffice to say it 
involves a group of teenaged students from Tokyo's 
Sakura High School, each of whom is brought into a war 
against a kaiju invasion in the far-flung future. As the 
title suggests, there are 13 in all, and you get to play 
through their individual stories, which intertwine. To 
preserve the biggest surprises and to ensure some 
measure of narrative coherence, several plotlines are 
locked off until you've progressed a certain way in 
another character's story, or in the battles that make up 
the other half of the game. More on those shortly. 

A quick scroll through its timeline — although it's 
hardly quick if you follow it all the way from end to 
end — should be enough to convince you that it's too 
convoluted for its own good; by his own account, it was 
a real headache for writer/director George Kamitani. 
Unpicking all his character arcs, plots and subplots is 
akin to assembling the world's most difficult jigsaw 
puzzle, where the pieces are handed to you one by one 
in a seemingly arbitrary order. For the first few hours, 
you'll probably be baffled at the barrage of unfamiliar 
names and terminology. That said, Kamitani's ideas are 
by no means new: the time loops, multiple identities, 
mind hacks and more amount to an unholy amalgam of 
just about every major sci-fi movie of the last five 
decades (and some of the minor ones, too, with one 
thread clearly indebted to Duncan Jones's Source Code). 
Terminator, ET and Star Wars are key touchstones, 
while one late 905 film in particular is an obvious 
inspiration for arguably the biggest of the game's twists. 


For a while, it's hard to work out not so much where 


you are, but when — and then it transpires you were 
asking the right question in the first place. So while the 
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Developer Vanillaware 
Publisher Sega 
Format P54 

Release Out now 


At times it feels 
almost like an 
anime Life Is 
Strange, with 
a similar line 
in blushing 
teenage 
gaucheness 


EMOTIONS THIRTEEN 

The predominantly teenage 
heroes often seem wise beyond 
their years. They're certainly 
capable of taking life-changing 
revelations in their stride — and 
talking cats, for that matter — 
though they're less experienced 
in matters of the heart. 
Exchanges between male and 
female characters often result in 
red-cheeked embarrassment, 
and while the order in which we 
tackle the stories plays a part, 
during one session we witness 
no fewer than three spluttering 
declarations of love from the 
male cast. Sometimes these 
seem to come out of nowhere, 
but a few are obvious pairings 
from the off. Pompadour- 
sporting hard man Nenji Ogata 
and sarcastic Tomi Kisaragi have 
that Bogart/Bacall dynamic, 
their bickering clearly belying a 
strong attraction on both sides. 


cast spend a lot of time describing events to one 
another, we're often grateful for the explanations, 
because we'd be lost otherwise. But even at its most 
confusing, 13 Sentinels is never dull: it regularly throws 
in sudden surprises and cliffhangers to lure you into 
starting the next chapter (or fulfilling the conditions to 
unlock it) while making you feel like an active part of 
the story, as you put the pieces together in your head. 
And, in fact, in the characters’ heads: conversations 
prompt key words to appear in thought clouds, which 
can then be selected for further rumination, or used as 
a line of enquiry. 

It helps, too, that you don't merely tap to advance 
the text, but control each character directly. True, this 
leads to a few moments where you trot left and right, 
looking for the specific person or object you need to 
interact with to trigger the next critical dialogue. But if 
most visual novels tend to focus on the second part of 
the equation, 13 Sentinels seems determined to be the 
most beautiful game of its kind. Its characters are 
attractively drawn (if occasionally over-sexualised in 
their design) and brought to life through a truly mind- 
boggling number of bespoke animations. Its painterly 
environments are gorgeously lit and full of incidental 
detail: from cars passing a busy junction to schoolmates 
chatting away in corners of classrooms, it creates a sense 
of place we rarely see in the genre. It's self-evidently a 
paean to Kamitani's youth, which perhaps explains why 
everything seems to carry a nostalgic glow: at times it 
feels almost like an anime Life Is Strange, with a similar 
line in blushing teenage gaucheness. 

And then, of course, there are the giant robots. Each 
character pilots one of the titular Sentinels in pausable 
realtime strategic battles that take place on a 3D 
holographic map, as the machines attempt to protect a 
central terminal from the rampaging kaiju. Visual novel 
fans without any tactical nous shouldn't be concerned: 
even on Normal difficulty setting, the battles are 
comically easy, and there's one particular tactic that 
turns even the Hard fights into a cakewalk. The aesthetic 
shift is incongruous and not especially attractive, but it 
certainly serves to communicate the preposterous scale 
of the conflict; likewise, the later battles where dozens 
of Deimos units and airborne projectiles combine to 
send the framerate plunging into single figures. 

Still, there's method in 13 Sentinels madness. In 
both parts of the game, you're rarely far from a moment 
that leaves you shaking your head in disbelief or grinning 
at the audacity of Kamitani's maverick vision. And, one 
month on from finishing its 30-hour story, we've still 
not quite broken free from its spell. As we return to 
investigate the timeline once more, yet to tease out 
every mystery from this near-bottomless rabbithole, 
we think back to Monsieur Blanc. No, it doesn't 
make any damn sense. But consider us compelled. 7 


Тһе endearingly shy Keitaro 
Miura is a soldier from the WWII 
era, with a strong sense of duty 
both to his role and to his family. 

Melee-focused units are 
most likely to get into trouble, 
though their close-quarters attacks 
can prove utterly devastating to a 
range of Deimos units. 

The Sentinels and Deimos 
units make sudden, spectacular 
appearances in the visual novel 
sections from time to time, as if to 
make sure you're paying attention 
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PLAY 


Empire Of Sin 


ere is probably the single best-known piece of 

gangster lore: it wasn't the gunfights or big- 

ticket crime sprees which proved the undoing of 
A] Capone, but getting busted for tax evasion. Not so 
for this Capone, though. In the version of 1920s 
mafioso history playing out in our game of Empire Of 
Sin, old Scarface was brought down by a particularly 
malicious poison. Capone was standing on the steps of 
a safehouse freshly wrenched from the fingers of Mabel 
Ryley, a rival mob boss. Or, more to the point, ex-rival. 
Before she joined that growing pile, though, Ryley got 
our man in the side with a poisoned blade. And so the 
first man to be named ‘Public Enemy Number One’ by 
the FBI just keeled over in the streets of Chicago, and 
met an end as anticlimactic as his real-life counterpart's. 

Every part of Empire Of Sin — and there are many — 
exists to facilitate stories like this. It's easy to think of 
it as a genre-bending game, but the correct label to 
apply isn’t ‘strategy’ or ‘RPG’ or апу of the other modes 
it flits between. It’s ‘crime fiction’ At its best, the game 
weaves tales that blend history, myth and Mario Puzo. 
Take the demise of our Capone. It came as a sudden 

full stop, but the full story traces back much further. 
We'd just stepped into the game's version of Chicago, 
presented in the style of an isometric RPG, straight from 
the final turn-based skirmish of a lengthy mob war. 
That war, in turn, had been triggered in a diplomacy 
menu, where we picked through stats on all the local 
gangs — their strength, assets and relationship ratings — 
to identify the juiciest target. And those figures were fed 
by hours of prior decisions: sit-down meetings with 
Ryley, business arrangements and trades, the proximity 
of our speakeasies and back-room casinos to hers. 


With so many elements at work, it's probably not a 
huge surprise that, taken individually, none truly shines 
on its own merits. Take the tactical combat, which will 
account for most of your time with Empire Of Sin. 
When you're leading your inner circle and tapping into 
your boss’ signature power, it's a passable riff on XCOM 
et al. (These powers are a perfect example of how the 
game is happy to bend the truth, with magically 
ricocheting trick-shots and mind-control dust.) But a 
boss can't always be on the front lines, and just as often 
you'll be controlling rank-and-file soldati armed with 
nothing more exotic than a shotgun. These street fights 
are a perfect example of how the game's various systems 
mesh — and how they can grind against one another. 
Become too aggressive in your expansion and an 
AlI-driven rival boss might take against you, launching 
an attack on one of your properties. But first they'll 
have to get past the guards posted on the door. On 
paper, it's an exciting consequence of your prior 
actions, and these street fights do have their charms. 
Most notably, the way they tie together the game's 
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Developer Romero Games 
Publisher Paradox Interactive 
Format PC (tested), PS4, Switch, Xbox 
One 

Release Out now 


The correct label 
to apply isn't 
‘strategy’ or 
‘RPG’ or any of 
the other modes 
it flits between. 
It’s ‘crime fiction’ 


BOSS FIGHTS 

At the outset of a new game, 
you're offered a choice of 14 
factions and bosses. Some, like 
Capone and Daniel McKee 
Jackson, are real figures of the 
Prohibition era; others are 
inventions to help diversify the 
cast a little. One — Elvira 

Duarte — is actually lifted from 
Romero family history. Each 
provides their own buffs to the 
management side of the game, 
but it's the unique combat 
abilities that really distinguish 
them. We start out as Duarte, 
before leading Capone to 
victory (after reloading following 
that unfortunate poisoning 
incident) thanks to unlocking an 
ability that makes it possible to 
chain kills together ad infinitum, 
and a borderline magical 
machine gun, turning the first 
turn of each combat into its very 
own St Valentine's Day Massacre. 


disparate Chicagos. When outdoor combat is triggered, 
it casts a net across half a city block, and everything 
caught within gets dragged into a gridded turn-based 
arena. It's a trick that never quite gets old. 

The problem is, these big open spaces aren't really 
designed for the kind of cover and flanking manoeuvres 
that make most tactics games tick. You might find 
yourself with fringe stragglers who spend the entire 
encounter running towards the action. And with no 
special abilities to turn the tide, fights between goons 
often feel pre-decided. Тһе lack of an auto-resolve 
option here is baffling, especially given each fight 
displays a percentage chance of victory at the outset. 

Every now and then, though, chance spits out an 
interesting story. A fight between a third gang and the 
police breaks out on the peripheries, or perhaps your 
party gets ambushed on its way to recruit a new gun- 
for-hire, who weighs up their options and slips away. 

Occasionally, the story keeps running, unbroken, 
across the game's various modes. Turn-based battles, 
chart-laden spreadsheets, conversations in cinematic 
close-up, a neighbourhood map that recalls Monopoly — 
they can feel like a stack of narrative dominoes, each 
action leading seamlessly to the next. More often, 
though, you'll find yourself doing legwork to connect 
the dots. Those clashes between other gangs and the 
police leave us imagining subsequent weeks of raids — 
but if these consequences are simulated, the game 
doesn't foreground them. Chicago is a sprawl, and that 
can produce storylines, but it can also obscure them. 

We turn one of our speakeasies into a cop bar, 
knowing it could sour relationships with our fellow 
felons but liking the idea of the Chicago PD turning a 
blind eye to our own criminal activities. The resulting 
buffs fail to support this story, though. A booming 
neighbourhood gains a taste for more expensive 
whiskey; we upgrade and switch the supply, but never 
feel the effect. We try to trace the degradation of 
relations with another boss, but are interrupted by 
notifications informing us of changing affiliations 
before we can uncover any sense of cause and effect. 

It might not have been taxes that brought down our 
Capone, but irregularities in the numbers get us in the 
end. As our empire grows, concerns about upgrades, 
diplomatic relations and serving the optimal whiskey 
feel increasingly distant. And so we go straight for the 
kill, eliminating one boss after another. It's the baptism 
montage from The Godfather, and perhaps you could 
read our burned-out pattern recognition abilities as a 
proxy for Michael Corleone's growing emotional 
distance. But this is precisely the kind of legwork we've 
lost the taste for. In borrowing from stories that are 
so often about one kind of ambiguity, Empire Of Sin 
creates another: the ambiguity of too many ІЗ 
numbers and systems for апу to feel significant. 


_ THUG 
| erac 


T, |! 
ж. HUGH MILLER 8 
ТҮГЕ ) 


ее 


vii 


Hugh Miller 
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ABOVE Тһе tactical battles аге а 
little stiff, but it's hard to deny 
the charm of their art deco ІЛ. 
RIGHT Even the city's guns for hire 
are a simulated bunch: they have 


their own feelings about other PROFESSION HIRED GUI 


thugs and occasionally get snapped 
up by other criminal factions 


BELOW Foes can occasionally be 
finished off with a grisly execution 
move. It doesn't serve any practical 
purpose that we can identify, but it 
makes for a pleasing flex when 
bringing down a rival boss 


ABOVE Zooming out from the fully-rendered streets to the more graphical 
map, which is like a boardgame moving in realtime, is a pleasure - though 
it does leave us wondering if we'd prefer to have just one or the other 


ith its lockdowns, social distancing, апа 
constant demands of isolation, 2020 was 
often lonelier than the Xbox Series’ launch 
line-up. So Haven's elevator pitch of an interstellar 
romance, where the focus is on the joys of two people 
being together, is initially love at first sight. Yu and 
Kay are a couple hiding on a planet of floating islands. 
You explore the various islands in search of resources, 
although mostly you're reading text and experiencing 
these two young lovebirds bond. Haven invests a lot of 
time showing the mundane pleasures of being in a 
relationship: playing card games on a lazy afternoon, 
trying to hold a conversation with your partner while 
cleaning your teeth. If you've been arguing with your 
significant other about the ethics of resting your cold 
feet on them in bed to warm up, this could be right up 
your street. 

Except clichés and nonsensical cheesiness are 
constant (“Love can do miracles!"), jokes miss far more 
often than they hit, and clumsy writing leaves us 
wincing as poor voice actors have to sell dialogue such 
as ‘especially you, Yu, you are resplendent’ It doesn’t 
help endear us to two leads who are hard to fall for. Yu’s 
over-reliant on sarcasm, which doesn’t get old at all. 
She’s kind and supportive in some scenes, sickeningly 
sweet in others, but also often strangely cruel to Kay. 

This doesn’t make Yu a more rounded character, just 
inconsistent and tough to warm to — especially as Kay 
rarely defends himself. Haven is too committed to him 
being a nice guy, which means he’s a dull pushover 
fantasy, an irrationally calm pixie dream boy. Clearly 
Haven’s vision of romance isn’t interested in conflict 
between its lead couple (bar one contrived fight to move 
the plot along) so most of the conversations are two 
blank slates discussing how wonderful it is being 
together. Fifteen hours is a long time to spend with two 
people so infatuated. It often feels like enduring 
lockdown in a thin-walled house with a lovesick couple 
whose mattress has very loud springs. 

Too crass a comparison for this family magazine? We 
assure you it’s apt. Haven’s so horny it makes Yakuza 7 
look like it was developed by nuns. One monologue 
from Kay is, without exaggeration, explicit erotica (we 
don’t recommend playing co-op on a first date, unless 
you’re feeling very confident). We’re not prudes — 
Yakuza 7 got an 8 last month, after all — but the voices 
the actors are using when they’re getting hot and heavy 
is so cringeworthy we almost snap the controller in two 
so we can jam the separate parts into our ears. 


Combat is reminiscent of Final Fantasy's old 
active time combat system, but instead of waiting for 
the bars to fill, you have to hold down and charge up the 
option you want. These options consist of two flavours 
of attack, a shield and ‘pacify’ to use when you've 
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Haven 


Developer/publisher The Game Bakers 
Format PC (tested), Р54, PS5, Switch, 
Xbox Series 

Release Out now (Switch 2021) 


It often feels 

like enduring 
lockdown in 

a thin-walled 
house with a 
lovesick couple 
whose mattress 
has loud springs 


BETTER TOGETHER? 

Nope. Only one of you gets to 
control the gliding in co-op, 
leaving the other player to use 
the right stick to pick up any 
rust they miss. It's awkward, and 
not worth the compromise of 
locking the camera in place. 
Surely split-screen would have 
been better? Because when 
there's no rust to collect, you're 
watching your partner play 
alone. Combat makes more 
sense because it requires 
constant communication, but 
it's the only part of Haven that 
feels like it was designed with 
co-op in mind. Cooking forces 
you both to choose ingredients 
from a menu, which is just 
adding unnecessary steps to 

a dull process to justify two 
players. Imagine choosing 
options on a McDonald's 
electronic menu side-by-side, 
only less involving or romantic. 


weakened an enemy enough to finish them off (you 
don't kill any of the aliens you meet, but it's hardly 
Undertale — more along the lines of making Pokémon 
‘faint’). If one of your characters is shielding, they'll 
take the reduced hit for both of you, so the other can 
focus on attacks. Or you can risk having them both 
attack together, unguarded, for a considerably more 
powerful blow. Controlling Yu and Kay simultaneously 
in singleplayer feels a little like patting your head while 
rubbing your stomach — it's one of the few elements 
that makes markedly more sense in co-op. But when 
you're syncing everything up properly, it does breathe 
new life into a decades-old combat style. 

Too bad, then, that the greatest enemy you face is 
the horrible design decision to hide the combat options 
until after you've started selecting one. Let the swearing 
commence as you repeatedly start charging the wrong 
attack, wasting precious time that the enemy can use to 
get the advantage (the joint blast attack in particular 
seems to take forever to execute, so every second counts). 
You memorise it eventually — but why hide the UI at 
all? This is PS4 eject/power buttons levels of irritating. 

You traverse the planet by gliding, which feels 
pleasingly smooth and fast at first. You have to follow 
‘flow lines’ carefully to reach higher areas and restore 
your energy, which lets you collect the ugly red rust that 
covers the isles. Тһе neat freak in us enjoys this, but 
occasionally engaging exploration is hurt by Haven only 
giving you control of the camera when you're not 
gliding. Since you spend so much time searching very 
repetitive scenery — seen one luscious floating isle, 
seen ’em all — it's a needlessly finicky restraint, forcing 
you to constantly come to a stop so you can have the 
camera back. A game about collecting flow sure is good 
at killing it. Тһеп a tedious scavenger hunt towards the 
end becomes a throbbing headache once Yu and Kay's 
frequent exchanges inevitably start to repeat as they 
whine about how hungry they are. We've never played 
such a strong argument for living alone. 

It's a shame, because there are so many heartwarming 
touches. After filling an experience bar, you have to 
celebrate by getting drunk together on home-brewed 
cider to finish levelling up your abilities. During one 
emotionally vulnerable moment for Kay, Yu hugs him, 
and this gesture restores some of his health. The 
loading screens feature joyous artwork depicting their 
romantic life, like Yu cutting Kay's hair, or Kay holding 
Yu's hair back while she throws up in the toilet (too 
much levelling up, perhaps). It's hard to hate a game 
where you save a giant friendly carrot. But it says a lot 
about the writing that most of these examples are 
speechless, and Florence told a much more convincing 
romantic tale with rarely more than a single word. 
Haven doesn't lack for heart, but the spark sadly 4 
just isn't there. It's not us, it's Yu. 
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This sucks, Pm being а bit vulnerable and you're 
making fun af me 


4 van 
| "Yu | 
This is exactly what ап unknown planet should feel амал | E | | 
д fica cic ami ағыт Acne лал, | ee" Too much of the dialogue reminds us of the infamous Futurama 


exchange: “You can’t just have your characters announce how they feel! 
That makes me feel angry!" Only this time, it's nowhere near as funny 


After several hours of 
exploring green-grassed isles, Yu is 
blown away when the couple 
discover a yellow-grassed one. 
Variety, it's fair to say, is not the 
game's greatest strength. 

Though you'll certainly knock 
them around a bit - it's for their 
own good, you understand – we do 
appreciate the fact that Haven 
never has you execute any of the 
aliens you meet. 

There mustn't be much 
water on this deserted planet, 
because Haven's one of the 
thirstiest games of the year 


@ Yu 


| Think about it, we would probably get arrested on 
Ы Top, just for doing this. 


Alba: A Wildlife Adventure 


efore we so much as lay hands on Alba: A Wildlife 

Adventure, its developer invites us to a presentation 

detailing what Alba is all about. The message is 
clear — this is more than a game. This is a call to action, 
packaged in a story about nature and the power of 
coming together for the common good. 

All these elements are on display in your very first 
moments as little Alba visits her grandparents over the 
summer on the beautiful Mediterranean island of Pinar 
del Mar. Shortly after arriving, she rescues a trapped 
dolphin with her holiday BFF Inés and establishes a 
wildlife rescue initiative. Тһе newly-founded group 
immediately has its work cut out for it when the 
island's mayor announces plans for a luxury hotel, to be 
built on the grounds of Pinar del Mar's slightly 
downtrodden nature reserve. In order to save the reserve 
you need to remind the island residents of the beauty of 
their home and its varied fauna, and so you set off to 
snap any animal that doesn't get away fast enough. 
Later on you also acquire a bag to collect rubbish in, 
medicine for animals in need of help and a whole 
carpenter's toolkit to repair signs and bridges — but if 
that sounds like a lot to do, all these actions only take 
the press of a button. 


There are many small quests to fulfil as you work to save the nature 
reserve from being developed, but Alba is at its best when you allow 
yourself to simply take in the beautiful views and listen to nature 
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Developer/publisher Ustwo games 
Format iOS, PC (tested) 
Release Out now 


"Saving the environment in 
Pinar del Mar is not a chore but 
an opportunity," we're told by 
the developers. The game is full 
of positive, encouraging verbs 
such as 'raise awareness', 
‘support’, ‘fix’, ‘clean’ and 
‘heal’, a distinct element to 
Alba's warmth. But behind the 
feelgood message is a genuine 
desire to effect change - the 
credits list organisations you 
can join to get involved with 
rescuing wildlife yourself, and 
its maker has committed to 
planting one million trees. 


Alba's true — ahem — focus isn't child labour, but 
wildlife photography. In each region of the island you're 
able to spot birds and other small animals. Most 
importantly, you can hear them — there's nothing quite 
like the jolt of excitement that comes from hearing a 
bird before you've even caught sight of it. With the help 
of young Alba's wildlife guide, you can learn more about 
the appearance of each animal you encounter, as well as 
its Latin name and even its call. 

Like its predecessor Assemble With Care, Alba wants 
to make you care about things that are easy to take for 
granted — in this case, the variety and joy of nature. 
Pinar del Mar is a perfect little paradise with beaches, 
marshland, a forest and a beautiful castle overlooking a 
lovely town, everything held in bright colours and round 
shapes. This is a place where happy memories are made, 
reminiscent of stories by Enid Blyton and Astrid 
Lindgren. The main letdown is the slightly simplistic 
nature of the things you do: Alba would feel more like a 
game about photography and less like a collectathon if 
animals were a bit more difficult to spot, or if the 
photography mechanic were a bit more refined. As it is, 
you can't move around while taking pictures, and since 
you have no way to collect your snaps anywhere, a 
manual screenshot has to suffice. But as simple as Alba 
may be, it's nonetheless a relaxing summer 
getaway for children and the young at heart. =S 
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aul Helman апа Sean Scaplehorn's wilful, 

surprising narrative-led platformer is a game of 

many parts, but mischief is probably its defining 
feature. Its star — a kind of robot butler that steadily 
gains sentience — may be mild-mannered, but there is 
a bit of the devil in his game. From a streak of impish, 
occasionally near-the-knuckle humour to its 
affectionate borrowing from a variety of largely 
unfashionable sources, it's gloriously out of step with 
contemporary trends, and that alone carries it a long 
way. This is a fascinating piece of outsider art that 
combines its wide-ranging influences into something 
that somehow feels entirely its own thing. 

As something of a misfit himself, Horace feels at 
home on Switch, since the game owes a debt not to 
consoles but the golden age of computer games. Its 
pixel art recalls the 16bit era, though its inspirations 
stretch back further, with nods to the C64, Emlyn 
Hughes Soccer and, most explicitly, Jet Set Willy — not 
just in its demanding platforming, but its use of public 
domain classical music. You begin by collecting various 
pieces of rubbish, decluttering rooms for your wealthy 
owner, but before long you earn a pair of gravity boots, 
which allows you to pull a family from a burning 


As well as its perspective shifts, Horace toys with scale, the camera zooming 
out to make our robot hero feel vulnerable (and to give you a better view 
of the more complex platforming sequences) and back in for the cutscenes 


Horace 


Developer Paul Helman, Sean 
Scaplehorn 

Publisher 505 Games 
Format PC, Switch (tested) 
Release Out now 


Though Horace is indebted to 
the work of Matthew Smith, as 
a platformer it has more in 
common with Super Meat Boy 
and VVVVVV. It pays homage to 
a range of games and genres, 
from a Rock Band-inspired 
drum-off to stealth sections and 
arcade racing sequences. There's 
also an Alice In Wonderland- 
inspired stage in which you play 
short retro-themed games on a 
CRT TV as it's wobbled around 
by the Queen of Hearts. A 
tribute to Vlambeer's signature 
screen-shake, perhaps? 


building. That's far from your first daring rescue; by 
then you'll have engaged in a race against time to save 
a naked man, out of his gourd on magic mushrooms, 
during an impromptu rooftop serenade. 

Believe it or not, things get a lot weirder from there 
on, as this picaresque tale takes in bizarre dream 
sequences, time-travel escapades, hallucinatory 
episodes, firstperson interludes and rhythm-action 
dish-drying. No idea is too silly or small to stuff in 
here, it seems, which gives the impression of a game 
that was designed on the hoof. As a result, the story 
pinballs all over the place, with more than a few cases of 
tonal whiplash, but somehow Helman and Scaplehorn 
tie it all together. That's partly thanks to the ingenious 
decision to give Horace a sotto voce delivery, which 
means the script can shift from serious to deadpan 
comedy in an instant, with the context rather than the 
performance doing all the work. 

With references to Grange Hill, Mr Benn, Ceefax and 
David Dickinson, there is a parochial British feel to 
Horace, yet its startlingly imaginative pixel art takes you 
on a journey that should have universal appeal (at least 
to anyone in their teens or older; its PEGI 7 rating is 
generous). Offbeat, occasionally twisted, frequently 
funny and never boring, Horace is the best kind of 
attention-seeker: it demands you sit up and take ЕЗ 
notice and never stops rewarding you for doing so. 
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Tenderfoot Tactics 


e weren't expecting a turn-based tactics game 

from Ice Water Games. A loose collective 

driven by a commitment to fair working 
conditions, the label is known for meditative floral 
adventures or virtual gardens such as Viridi and Eidolon. 
In Tenderfoot Tactics, the garden has become a battlefield, 
where squads of goblins — here, rustic animal warriors 
rather than greenskins — vie for loot and XP. But it is 
still on some level a garden, and therein lies the genius. 

The battle maps are dangerously fecund. Like 
terrariums in stop motion, they evolve as your characters 
move and act. Grass thickens. Rainwater flows downhill. 
Many abilities affect the ecology in potentially decisive 
ways. Healing spells coax shoots from the soil; these 
may become bushes that slow down lighter characters. 
Grenades carve troughs which may become pools, 
encumbering those within. Other spells punch the earth 
upward, transforming a scrum into a clifftop duel. Most 
perilous of all is fire, which spreads through vegetation 
to engulf characters on both sides — you'll want to 
break up the undergrowth before resorting to the flame. 
This wonderful terrain chemistry gently warps the 

rules of a game that is otherwise a familiar question of 
positioning and turn order. Most units can be spooked 


One of the combat system's minor disappointments is that ranged 
characters are unaffected by elevation or line of sight — you can't alter the 
terrain to create cover to protect your squad from ranged weapons 
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Developer/publisher Ice Water Games 
Format PC 
Release Out now 


Tenderfoot Tactics is partly the 


result of system designer Badru's 


interest in cellular automata, 
chaos and complexity theory, as 
discussed in Stephen Wolfram's 
book A New Kind of Science. In 
a Medium essay, Badru draws 
attention to the "indescribable 
behavior of complex systems 
like fire, clouds, steam, water, 
where you can tell intuitively 
there is some pattern or logic 
to the motion, but it is so 
chaotic and unpredictable it 
almost feels like you're looking 
at another thinking being." 


into delaying their turn if you strike from an unguarded 
angle, so flanking is about more than boosting damage. 


The classes run a colourful gamut from teleporting 


forest witches to archers with elemental arrows. Classes 
have separate skill trees, but you can tailor them a little 


by carrying over abilities as Memories. Equipment 
effects are sparse: attack power, health and simple 


modifiers such as ‘pull, which yanks targets into objects. 
The vast open archipelago beyond battle is equally 
vibrant: a molten, flat-shaded cloudscape that solidifies 
up close into islands and structures. Tenderfoot’s world 
is being devoured by a magic fog, which turns goblins 
into mindless shades. Once defeated, they return to the 
towns where you'll undertake fetch quests, mix dyes for 
outfits and barter for gear. The backdrop's eeriness is 
matched by an audio component consisting of hushed 


ambient sounds and slow, rolling tones. In fights, 
meanwhile, the music ratchets up as the bodies fall. 


The writing is cryptic, with few cutscenes and ‘boss 


dialogue’ that feels like a whimsical philosophy 


lecture — it might leave you cold if you’re after a Final 


Fantasy-esque narrative. Exploration can be dreary, 


sometimes feeling as though the contemplative quality 
of previous Ice Water games has been stretched across 


too large a frame. Still, there’s a beauty anda 
strangeness to Tenderfoot Tactics fans of gardens 
or grid combat owe it to themselves to discover. 
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Wide Ocean Big Jacket 


ometimes we too readily think about life as a 

series of milestones: the accomplishments and big 

decisions that shape our existence. Yet often it's 
the smaller moments that define who we are. And 
within those moments are the serendipitous occasions 
where the right people in the right place at the right 
time combine to generate the kind of experience that 
proves quietly pivotal. Turnfollow’s short coming-of- 
age story, in which an aunt and uncle take their niece 
and her boyfriend on an overnight camping trip, seems 
an innocuous excursion, but it's one where we see the 
trajectory of four lives gently but perceptibly changing. 

That Wide Ocean Big Jacket captures one such 

moment while maintaining the airy tone of a Sundance 
Audience Award-winner is one of its many 
accomplishments. Cinema is in its very bones, in fact; 
while at times you control characters directly, often 
you're fixed to a single spot and must guide the camera 
as if directing a scene. One highlight sees you wheel it 
around a campfire, flicking between the reactions of the 
protagonists as they listen to a horror story. Dialogue, 
meanwhile, is presented like silent-movie intertitles, 
allowing Turnfollow to rearrange scenes between shots, 
shifting the focus from words to meaningful silence and 


Some of the game's funniest writing is the most economical: witness the 
context-sensitive prompts when Mord cooks hot dogs or tries to find a 
bush to pee in. (Give up and visit the boys' bathroom for more hilarity) 


Developer Turnfollow 
Publisher Tender Claws 
Format PC (tested), Switch 
Release Out now 


This game is a lesson in the art 
of editing, too. When uncle 
Brad grabs a bundle of 
firewood, Turnfollow instantly 
cuts to him standing by the 
firepit, ready to set it down. 
Later you get the chance to 
enjoy the walk back, only to be 
interrupted every few strides by 
Ben asking questions in that 
way curious teens do. There's 
another hilarious example in the 
DLC chapters about side 
characters Meryl and Alan: 
watch how quickly the latter 
finds a missing teen's phone. 


back. As much is communicated in the pauses as the 
exchanges, even when you're simply ambling along a trail. 

Still, outside one furtive late-night beach jaunt — 
which gives us the opportunity for some clumsy 
cartwheel practice — this is more about the people than 
the place. As archetypal cool aunt Cloanne pulls out a 
cigarette, husband Brad, keen to maintain the patina of 
responsibility, asks in a hushed whisper whether she 
should be smoking around the kids. She fobs him off, 
but her unflappability is later tested when she's forced 
to give ‘the talk’ to her niece. Scene-stealer Mord, 
vacillating between flip and earnest as 13-year-olds do, 
is all limbs, her gawkiness brilliantly captured by Carter 
Lodwick’s expressively angular art. “I’m like a big robot 
with a bunch of pilots,” she observes while impatiently 
bouncing her leg, brilliantly summing up that awkward 
adolescent phase where our bodies feel alien to us. 

It’s all so wonderfully observed that when we cut to 
Brad preparing to pack up for the ride home, we feel our 
heart ache a little. And when we're invited to pass а 
ceremonial stick between the characters, we agonise 
over the meaning of our choices — the dialogue that 
follows, by some small miracle, reflecting our own 
internal reasoning. What a rare delight this is: while 
other games concern themselves with the big moments, 
this funny, sincere tale reminds us that it’s the 8 
gaps in between where life really happens. 
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How a maior attitude adjustment saved 


Ubisoft's hacker series trom meltdown 


Bv JEN SiMPKINS 


Developer/publisher Ubisoft (Montreal) Format PC, Р54, Xbox One Release 2016 


пу job worth doing 
in Watch Dogs 2 is 
worth doing to 
music. And so, the 
best mechanic in 
Ubisoft's hacker- 
action sequel is 
Marcus Holloway's 
earbuds. Equippable at any time, they pump 


an eclectic stream of on-demand tunes — 
from Dizzee Rascal to Anti-Flag, KC & Тһе 
Sunshine Band to Run The Jewels and more 
besides — into your ears. You can freely 
soundtrack any mission (attempting grand 
larceny while blaring Mozart's Eine Kleine 
Nachtmusik is one moment we won't forget 


in a hurry) or simply wander the streets of 
E San Francisco to your favourite songs. 

One particular track so perfectly 
captures the philosophy of Watch Dogs 2, it 
almost feels as if the game was formed 
around it. We blast Get Stupid as we have 
Holloway ride on top of a car like it's a 
f skateboard, driving it remotely via his phone. 

> “Get stupid, it’s what we do good,” Mac Dre 

‘raps. “Ghost ride the whip while we dancin’ 
7 on the hood" Virtual Californians look on in 


"bewilderment, and we laugh uproariously. 
` Even Dre seems to admire our efforts, 
crooning his approval: “Boy, we go dumb, 
dude” Credit to Ubisoft, then, for a tonal 
U-turn of such epic proportions that it 
singlehandedly saved a series. Watch Dogs 
got stupid. And it worked. 

After the 2014 release of Watch Dogs, 
something had to be done. It suffered as 
a result of a now-infamous E3 2012 reveal 


that, on the cusp of a new generation of 
consoles, made promises beyond the actual 
graphical capabilities. The ‘downgrade? as it 
was dubbed, was apparent to anyone playing 
the final game. But on top of that, Watch 
Dogs didn’t endear itself to players. Its 
Chicago setting was designed to be cramped 
and dark, a representation of a city riddled 
with surveillance cameras and made 
paranoid under the all-seeing eye of Big 
Tech. And its lead, Aiden Pearce, had all the 
charisma of wet cardboard. 


Sunny San Francisco is a breath of 
fresh air in comparison. It’s a riot of colour 
and sound, where all-glass offices sit around 
the corner from pastel Victorian houses, 
and perverse wealth brushes past crippling 
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poverty. Artists and entrepreneurs roam the 
streets, each convinced they’re a little more 
like the other. It’s a place that — in art as in 
life — more accurately encapsulates the tech 
industry, a sphere infinitely more ridiculous 
than it is terrifying. Holloway, too, is a fresh 
take on a well-worn theme: he’s a young, 
Black, brilliant hacker who has the sense of 
self to recognise his own oppression as one 
part of a much bigger problem. 

He’s also likeable enough that he can 
make some friends who’ll help him do 
something about it. Your mileage may vary 
regarding the core crew, who often express 
themselves via corny LED emoji masks and 
outdated turns of phrase (2010 called, 
Ubisoft, and it wants its Y U NO’ meme 
back). But their exuberance was a welcome | 
shot in the arm coming off the back of 
Watch Dogs: these people are not only not 
about to take this shit lying down, but they 
have a sense of humour about it, too. 


In turn, it makes it easier to accept many 


of the game's flaws as part of its precocious В i 
personality. There are, of course, precisely ES 


zero realities in which San Franciscans are| 


bombing around оп  mopeds bumping ЕЕ ————— 


a playlist clearly composed by someone| 
Googling ‘songs about the Bay Area’ It's an Ё 
improvement on the first instalment's 
soundtrack, however, which Edge once 
described as “songs by artists from Chicago, 
that once lived in Chicago, that have 
Chicago in the title or are by the band 
Chicago" And as part of a fantasy in which 
you can drain bank accounts at the press of 
a button, and five kids can afford to rent a 
hackerspace in the middle of San Francisco? 
It somehow feels in keeping with the 
bombastic tone to strut around your home 
turf, insisting to the seals at Pier 39 that *in 
the Bay Area we dance a little different" 
Happily, sightseeing is something of 
which much is made in Watch Dogs 2. This 
is a developer known for pouring a huge 


amount of resources (although very few of 
them human, if the recent stories of abuse 
coming out of the studio are anything to go 
by) into its recreations of famous locales, 
and yet it took until Watch Dogs 2 for it to 
openly acknowledge the proportion of 
players who enjoy these games mainly as an 
excuse to partake in virtual tourism. The 
ScoutX app on Holloway's phone flags up 
several of Frisco’s best-known — and even № 
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some lesser-known — landmarks for you to 
hunt down and photograph, which widens 
DedSec’s online reach. 

Even SongSneak, Watch Dogs 2’s Shazam 
equivalent, encourages you to get among it 
all in pursuit of new songs. If you’re within 
25 metres of a song playing over a bar’s 
sound system, being blared from a boombox 
or a car radio, you can press a button to add 
it to your phone playlists. Ubisoft hit on 
something essential with this particular 
implementation, taking a realisation that 
GTA maker Rockstar had long ago and 
pushing it that little bit further: the fact 
that our love of music is so often about the 
context in which we first hear it, how it’s 
threaded through the very fabric of cities 
and cultures, and bound so strongly with 
memory. It’s not a reward doled out 
randomly upon you completing a load of 
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impact, a feeling surely top of any young 
revolutionary’s wishlist. 

Indeed, DedSec’s ability to draw in| 
others (represented by the idea of ‘followers’ 
as an in-game currency earned through| 
completing missions and posting photos to 
your fictional social media accounts) plays 
a key mechanical and narrative role in| 
positioning it as an organisation by the 
people, for the people. 


The core gang is a refreshing 
mix of identities, including 
Indian-American marketing 
whiz Sitara Dhawan, coder 
and Aspergerian Josh 
Sauchak – and two token 
white dudes with personal 
grooming issues. At least 
Wrench has a cool robot 


THAT'S THE FANTASY: THAT YOU CAN 
STICK IT TO THE МАМ, IF ONLY YOU'VE 
GOT A LAPTOP AND ENOUGH ENERGY 


A Watch Dogs game with a 
decent handling model? It's 
more unlikely than you'd think. 
Still, Frisco is best seen on foot 
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laundry or getting a new job; you hear it 
somewhere, pick it up and take it with you. 

Still, the whole thing is largely enjoyable 
caricature; while it's not perfect, its flaws do 
tend to work in its favour. Ubisoft's NPC AI 
in Watch Dogs 2 leaves much to be desired, 
with its ambitious interlocking systems 
often bumping awkwardly against each 
other. But when they come off in ludicrous 
ways, it feels only appropriate for this 
exaggerated vision of San Francisco, in 
which AirPod-wearing trust-fund babies call 
the cops on each other over an argument 
about latte foam, and taking a selfie in front 
of a marriage proposal sets off a chain of 
events that ends with a fistfight between 
the two lovers. Few games since have 
sported a world that feels so systemic, most 
likely because it is so loud about it. As 
a result, whatever you're doing has a visible 


And it's that — not the one-button 
‘quick hacks’ or the suggestion that bonking 
someone on the head with a billiard ball on 
a bungee cord is a non-lethal pursuit — 
that's the real fantasy in play here: that you 
can stick it to the man, if only you've got 
a laptop and enough energy. And that it can 
be fun. One of the earliest, pettiest and most 
memorable missions has you steal what is 
essentially КІТТ from Knight Rider because 
Holloway reckons the ‘Cyberdriver’ film 
makes hacker culture look childish. To 
which his response is to remote-drive the 
Car across 
course through the city while Judas Priest’s 
Turbo Lover plays on the speakers, before 
crashing it through a promotional billboard. 
Quod erat demonstrandum, mate. 

But we have the pleasure of watching 
Holloway and the gang gradually mature. 


a pyrotechnic-laden assault 


BROTHERS 
IN ARMS 


Watch Dogs 2 pulls 
few punches when it 
comes to criticising 
one of Silicon Valley's 
most notorious weak 
points — its race 
problem. Holloway 
gets-in-arrearly-jab 
at the issue of face 
recognition tech, its 
algorithms built by 


Later, he and fellow 
Black DedSec member 
-Horatio Carlin head- 


tech company Nudle, 
and Holloway's 
apprehensive: 
“Nobody looks like 
us... [hey see two of 
us together, they're 
gonna-think-we're 
plotting.” Black critics’ 
responses to the 
portrayal-of-POC 
characters-were-mixed 
but largely positive: 
it's well worth 
checking out thoughts 
from Vice's Austin 
Walker and Tanya 
DePass via Polygon. 


A non-lethal playthrough 
feels the most canon choice. 
Ignore the blood, please 


— aand-trained-on- white ——————- 


—-Oui-to-the-campus-or. | 


And we do mean gradually — the skewering 


of a Martin Shkreli-esque pharma bro being 
another laugh-out-loud moment placed 
front and centre of the campaign. As the 
story unfolds, we see DedSec mobilise more 
effectively, sniffing out corruption among 
law enforcement, politicians, and a tech 
corporation monopolising and weaponising 
the world's data. A final mission in which 


you switch between playing as every one of 


the core group underscores the idea that 
collective effort is the key to standing up to 
the most untouchable of establishments. 

It's a concept that follow-up series entry 
Watch Dogs: Legion tries to run with, but 
fails to communicate. In attempting to 
showcase that rebellion is a collaborative 
affair, its ‘play as anyone’ tech ends up 
robbing London's inhabitants of any sense 
of individuality beyond randomly- generated 
character descriptions. And this is what, for 
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We miss Holloway's stylish 
parkour terribly in Watch 
Dogs: Legion. Thanks to a 
wealth of smooth custom 
animations, he leaps, flips 
and slides over obstacles 
with the best of them 


all its occasional clumsiness, Watch Dogs 2 
got so right back in 2016, just as a 
megalomaniac celebrity was stepping into 
his role as US president: power struggles are 
a personality contest, and with the advent 
of the Internet, they are even more so. We 
look to leaders who outwardly represent our 
values, people we can relate to, and believe 
in. In Legion, every possible wrinkle in every 
playable character has to be ironed out to fit 
the exact same vague template. It's difficult 
to get invested in the fates of people who 
don't feel real — furthermore, any attempts 
at retaining some of Watch Dogs 2's good- 
natured clownery ring hollow without 
anyone believable to attach it to. And when 
your firearms are lethal, it feels a lot less 
like mischief and more like murder. 

By contrast, Holloway — along with 
most other things in Watch Dogs 2 — does 
feel genuine. Ubisoft surely felt it had little 
to lose by abandoning the stifling selt- 
seriousness of the first Watch Dogs, and 
instead headed in the opposite direction to 
embrace the actual hacker fantasy. It feels 
like a creative team hanging out the sunroof, 
doing what it wants to, as Mac Dre puts it; 
in doing so, it uncovers fundamental truths 


about why so many people really dream of 


having some control over the world they live 
in. It may be a work of fiction, but there's 
a lot of truth in the way it portrays one 
possible view of a revolution — with an 
emphasis on earnestness, connection, and 
even a little fun. Sometimes you have to get 
stupid to be taken seriously. 
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